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As early as 1954, families of children who had been segregated into separate spaces 
fought and succeeded in having their concerns heard in the landmark Supreme Court case, 
Brown v. Board of Education. In 1975, P.L. 94-142, Education for the Handicapped Children 
Act (EAHCA) was important because it exposed the history of family-school relations, 
addressing the multiple forms of inequity, particularly the exclusion of children with dis/abilities 
from U.S. public schools (Valle & Connor, 2011). Although EAHCA legislation was created to 
provide solutions to the problems of special education, it appeared to have provided an unequal 
environment in which the families with the most economic resources could advocate for their 
children and obtain access to better educational opportunities (Ong-Dean, 2009). Goodwin, 
Cheruvu, and Genishi (2008) described these policies as based on the “culturally deprived 
paradigm that compares racially, culturally, linguistically, and socioeconomically diverse 
peoples to a White, middle-class standard” (p. 4). In this manner, these educational legislative 
policies are problematic as they have defined parent involvement as meaning families of 
culturally and linguistically different backgrounds are expected to act or interact with school 
professionals in particular ways. Moreover, these conceptualizations of parent involvement 
continue to privilege and perpetuate professional viewpoints based on a Eurocentric middle-class 
standard (Sleeter, 2001).  
Bakhtinian theories of language are used to understand how families describe their 
experiences as they encounter the deficit discourse of parent involvement used by school 
professionals. This is important because professional jargon or “stratified language” presents a 
danger in that it is replete with value judgments and beliefs (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 293), assuming 
power that then comes to inform the ways families understand their experiences and their selves 
in school contexts. This tells us that it is imperative to know how families of children with 
dis/abilities experience their communication with school professionals as there is a danger that 
the discourse of parent involvement will continue to perpetuate particular definitions of family 
participation that disqualify family knowledge by silencing the potential strengths and 
contributions of minoritized families (Lareau & Munoz, 2012). Moreover, the way minoritized 
families experience school professionals and how this is connected to how they come to be 
involved in their child’s education is not clear. This study, conducted just before and during the 
coronavirus pandemic, drew from Disability Studies (DS), disability critical race studies 
(DisCrit), and Intersectionality theories. It examined family-school communication being fully 
inclusive of all the ways families engage in the education of their children with dis/abilities at the 
crossroads of race, ethnicity, dis/ability, class, language, and culture (Hernández-Saca et al., 
2018; Annamma et al., 2013). To rethink traditional notions of what counts as knowledge, 
pláticas (personal exchanges) revealed critical raced-gendered epistemologies that allowed the 
experiential knowledge of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities to be viewed as a strength 
(Delgado Bernal, 2002).  
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My experience as a parent can be understood as emerging from my interaction with a 
case manager, Stephanie, from my neighborhood public school district during the Fall of 2013. 
My daughter and our family had recently completed the initial comprehensive evaluation 
process, and my daughter was identified as eligible for special education and related services. 
Many hours were spent exchanging ideas with Stephanie in trying to find an appropriate 
educational program for my daughter. In these conversations, a story was told that revealed the 
tension between the ideas of a parent about an inclusive educational program for her daughter in 
direct opposition to the ideas presented by a special education school professional representing 
the practices of the public school district. The following vignette provides a glimpse of our 
conversations: 
Stephanie: Our district recommends a specific program for high school students, and 
although she will need to take a bus to our neighboring city district, the location is safe 
because it is contained within an office building on the third floor. At this time, only ten 
students are enrolled, yet the advantage is that your daughter will be able to receive the 
individualized educational and emotional services she needs.  
 
Myself: I really believe that my daughter needs a complete high school experience with 
access to both special education services and extracurricular activities. Most importantly, 
she needs to feel that she continues to be part of our community where she can have 
typical experiences alongside her classmates and her friends.   
 
I wondered how these conversations could help us begin to build a relationship from 
which to work towards a common goal. Would I be able to convey my values and views by 
talking with Stephanie in order to obtain access to a program that would be best for my child and 
my family? I spoke of the importance of her attending a school in our neighborhood and how our 
family would find it very difficult to have her set apart from our community in order to receive 
an adequate education. 
vi 
 
I drew on my graduate work at Teachers College to understand our conversations as part 
of larger historical and political perspectives that have constructed disability as abnormal and, 
therefore, requiring a special and separate setting. So, I argued my case saying, “What programs 
and services can be provided here in our district? What is the impact of her attending a school 
located miles away? Will others see her as an outsider and, most importantly, will she begin to 
see herself as an outsider?”  
It was not clear how this would be resolved and if the school district would consider my 
ideas and my requests as a parent. The summer passed, and I did not hear from Stephanie. In 
September, I learned we were assigned a new case manager. Frustrated, I wondered if she had 
understood what I believed to be an inclusive education for my daughter. In turn, I wondered if I 




At the center of my work has been my growing interest in understanding the interactions 
between school professionals and the families of children with dis/abilities, as illustrated in the 
opening vignette of the Preface. As a professional working in the field of special education in an 
urban public school district in New Jersey, I have witnessed teachers focused on preparing 
students to achieve grade-level standards. Many of these teachers describe families as involved 
in their children’s education if they monitor bedtime schedules, help with homework, and attend 
back-to-school night conferences. I also work with other teachers who concentrate on a child’s 
cognitive and emotional development, and these teachers describe families as involved when 
they agree to take their children to specialized appointments and behavioral programs. In either 
case, not complying with professional recommendations has consequences for the student and 
the family. Grounded in these experiences, I began to wonder about what happens when school 
professionals meet with families of children with dis/abilities to discuss a child’s educational 
program? Whose concerns are being heard? 
The History of Family Struggle for the Educational Rights 
of Their Children with Disabilities 
 
The Individual with Disabilities Education Act 2004 stated that more accountability and 
personal responsibility are expected from children with dis/abilities and their families (Turnbull, 
2005). This suggests that prior to the recent authorization, students and their families were not 
accountable or personally responsible. Yet the history of the family and self-advocacy movement 
in the United States bears evidence that this is not historically accurate (Scotch, 2009).  
In the historical struggle for educational rights for children with dis/abilities, family 
advocacy and the grassroots family movement emerged as driving forces and provided the push 
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for changes in educational laws pertaining to children with dis/abilities (Gallagher, 1984; 
Winzer, 2009). The formal service systems that emerged (e.g., special education, healthcare, 
rehabilitation) did so in response to the experiences of particular segments of the population—for 
example, children with intellectual disabilities (Farber, 1986). Ferguson (2008) examined the 
rapid expansion of services in the United States during this period between 1900 and 1930 and 
focused on the emergence of family-professional relationships, particularly involving families of 
children with intellectual disabilities. While professionals with new specializations (e.g., clinical 
psychology, special education, social work) pushed for new or expanded services that would 
allow them to demonstrate their expertise (Ferguson & Ferguson, 2006), this expansion of new 
services mostly occurred as a response to families who demanded the services that were needed 
for the care of their children with disabilities (Farber, 1986). One example of an early family 
advocacy group that emerged was the Children’s Benevolent League of Washington, founded in 
1939 (Schwartzenberg, 2005), that was organized by families to provide political and financial 
support to the institutions where their children resided. At the same time, these professionals 
would portray families as sources of resistance, framing it as necessary to overcome each 
family’s opposition to giving up their child to the control of the experts (Deschenes et al., 2001).  
Alongside these families who organized to secure support, it is important to recognize 
resistance that a significant portion of parents put forth to having their children institutionalized 
(Ferguson, 2008). In the early 20th century, as attendance at public schools became compulsory, 
children who had moderate, severe, or multiple disabilities did not receive a public education 
because school districts had the power to label them uneducable; many children, therefore, did 
not attend school and some were placed in institutions (Valle & Connor, 2011). As large 
numbers of students filled public schools and were sorted into tracks that represented above, 
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average, and below average academic skills, special classes emerged (Hallahan & Cruichshank, 
1973). Many years later, families of children who had been segregated into such separate spaces 
fought and succeeded in having their concerns heard in the landmark Brown v. Board of 
Education case in 1954 that ruled that separate and unequal educational facilities for African 
American children were illegal (Oaks & Lipton, 2007). This ruling, set alongside the Civil 
Rights movement, broadened the focus on other citizens, including those designated as disabled. 
What has come to be known as special education commenced in the 1960s and 1970s, when, 
using a civil rights framework, families initiated court cases in which they strongly advocated for 
the right of their children with moderate, severe, and multiple disabilities to receive a free and 
appropriate public education (Valle & Connor, 2011).  
The efforts of families were rewarded in 1975 when Congress passed P.L. 94-142, 
Education for the Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA). This legislation served as a significant 
marker in the history of parent-professional relations, addressing the multiple forms of exclusion 
and inequity at once (Valle & Connor, 2011). First, it addressed the exclusion of a large 
proportion of children with dis/abilities from the nation’s public schools and called on schools to 
seek out those who had been excluded in the past (Ong-Dean, 2009). Supporters of P.L. 94-142 
legislation rejected the idea that children with dis/abilities could not benefit from education, 
arguing that public education must adapt to meet their needs and help them realize their full 
potential. Although families were given rights to participate in diagnostic and placement 
decisions that could profoundly affect their children’s lives, EAHCA also brought to light the 
professional procedures that had excluded families from decision making in the field of special 
education (Harry & Klingner, 2006). For example, the case of Larry P. v. Riles (1979/1984) 
showed that courts supported the plaintiffs’ charge that IQ tests used by school professionals to 
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place children in the Educable Mentally Retarded category were biased against African 
American children (Donovan & Cross, 2002).   
The promise of EAHCA was that by giving all families the right to be involved in the 
identification and accommodation of their children with dis/abilities, the act would create 
egalitarian solutions to the problems of special education. However, the EAHCA appeared to 
have provided an individualized and competitive environment in which the families with the 
most resources to advocate for their children could obtain better educational accommodations 
(Ong-Dean, 2009). For example, families who founded the Association of Learning Disabilities 
did not want their low-achieving children identified as mentally retarded, but they did want their 
children to have extra help (Lipton & Oakes, 2007). Sleeter (1986) argued that this surge resulted 
from advocacy by White, middle-class families who wanted to differentiate their low-achieving 
children from lower-class children and children of color whose learning problems were often 
attributed to low IQ, emotional disturbance, or cultural deprivation (Valle & Connor, 2011). 
Conversely, Lareau and Shumar (1996) argued that the conditions of daily life compromise 
families’ participation in their children’s education. Families of low socioeconomic backgrounds 
face other conditions that discourage their involvement in their children’s education; logistical 
difficulties, such as rigid work schedules and limited access to transportation, make it difficult 
for low-income families to attend parent-teacher meetings and school events. Consequently, 
Harry and Klingner (2006) showed that students of low socioeconomic backgrounds tend to be 
disproportionately assigned stigmatizing disability labels that limit their educational 
opportunities. 
These researchers explained how the Education for the Handicapped Children Act 
(EAHCA) created an environment where schools impose unequal recommendations for special 
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education services, particularly for those children from low socioeconomic backgrounds. This 
practice can be understood by examining the underpinnings of these practices, as defined by 
Carter and Goodwin (1994) as the inferiority paradigm and the cultural deprivation paradigm. 
Goodwin et al. (2008) described the inferiority paradigm as grounded in the assumptions of the 
genetic or biological inferiority of those who differ racially and culturally from Whites. 
Similarly, a culturally deprived paradigm compares racially, culturally, linguistically, and 
socioeconomically different people to a White, middle-class standard in order to illuminate the 
various ways in which they are deficient. Therefore, Goodwin et al. (2008) argued that notions of 
inferiority or deprivation position different as synonymous with deviant. Instead, a cultural 
difference paradigm can emphasize the “impact of cultural differences on the lives, experiences 
and identities of diverse groups in ways that are not deviant but are unique” because they are 
informed by values, beliefs, and norms that are culturally specific (p. 4).  
The original intent of the EAHCA was to balance the decision-making power between 
families and school districts by giving families the right to question a district’s decision and to 
hold them accountable by seeking legal action, if necessary (Vitello, 2007). However, studies 
have shown that when these “voices of non-dominant parents are raised, their critique is 
censored, silenced or condemned” (Dyrness, 2011, p. 36). Lareau and Horvat (1999) have noted 
that the African American families who voiced racism-based school critique experienced what 
the researchers termed “dismissive events” and “moments of exclusion” (p. 38). Not 
surprisingly, therefore, African American rural mothers of children with dis/abilities, who 
organized as advocates, became frustrated when their concerns were neither heard nor validated 
by the educators they considered experts.  
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Equal opportunity and full participation for families in educational decisions have 
continued to be the focus of federal legislation, including the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) of 1990 (the reauthorization of EAHCA). In fact, IDEA (1997a, 1997b) 
mandated the inclusion of families of children with dis/abilities in educational programming, and 
this emphasis would be echoed in subsequent federal legislation. No Child Left Behind Act of 
2001 (NCLB, 2001) presented a policy shift with its expanded view of the engagement of 
families from diverse backgrounds (Baquedano-López et al., 2013). Most notably, the American 
Education Act (2000) emphasized that every school should promote partnerships that would 
increase parent involvement in promoting the social, emotional, and academic growth of children 
(National Education Goals Panel, 1994).  
Although the core concepts of legislation addressing the education of children with 
dis/abilities have not changed, the ways in which they are expressed in practice have. IDEA 2004 
mandated the participation of families of children with dis/abilities in educational programming; 
however, school districts have responded to this call for families to be more accountable and 
responsible by being prescriptive, such as requiring families to sign consent to evaluate and then 
attend the individualized education planning meeting as scheduled by the school (Turnbull et al., 
2007). These practices take a mechanical approach that narrows family participation to providing 
information as requested and being responsible and accountable to professionals who dominate 
the decision-making process (Kalyanpur et al., 2000). These practices also result in a fixed 
conceptualization of parent involvement that works to reduce and limit the role families play in 
the education of their children with dis/abilities (Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008). When 
families are assigned such reductive roles, race, class, and cultural capital work to either clear the 
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way or obstruct access to programs and services for their children with dis/abilities (Lareau & 
Horvat, 1999).  
It is unclear how legislation creates pathways between school professionals and families 
in local contexts. IDEA (2004) policy delineates the role of the family and requires that schools 
make every effort to maintain a collaborative relationship throughout the IEP development and 
implementation process. However, Epstein (1995) questioned these policies that call every 
school to promote partnerships, and argued that these policies fail to recognize that establishing 
positive parent-professional partnerships can be difficult. This perspective is problematic as it 
continues to perpetuate a deficit perspective, and “the concern and the focus remain the same, 
that is, the disadvantaged need programs and policies that are aimed to improve life chances” 
(Goodwin et al., 2008, p. 5). Deficit perspectives create an obstacle to the creation of family-
school partnerships because they continue to privilege professional viewpoints, and such 
professional viewpoints tend to reify dominant perspectives (Sleeter, 2017). Oyler (2012) took 
up issues of democracy and fairness in schools and argued that “central are the stories and lived 
experiences of people who strive to critically analyze and challenge oppressive relationships and 
institutions and to imagine and create more just and inclusive alternatives” (p. xi). Oyler argued 
for finding a way to separate words and actions by watching individuals examine the issues of 
importance without telling them what to think or what to do. Therefore, as a way of moving 
towards family-school relationships, this study called for families’ words to be repositioned. 
First, I used the term families to recognize and, in fact, honor the efforts of mothers, fathers, 
caregivers, and guardians as those who are involved and care for children with dis/abilities. 
Second, this study centered the experiences of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities in 
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order to highlight the lived experiences of Latinx mothers who strive to understand and challenge 
relationships and school processes driven by broader legislation and policy.  
Conceptions of Parental Involvement and Participation within Legislative Policy 
Traditional conceptualizations of parent involvement have also been connected to broader 
educational legislative policy. These educational reforms have defined parental involvement as 
the way families are expected to act or interact with schools. For example, Goals 2000: Educate 
America Act and the reauthorized Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) have made 
parent involvement a national priority. School districts nationwide have been encouraged to 
reexamine their parent involvement policies and programs and to demonstrate innovative 
approaches in order to obtain federal education dollars (Baker & Soder, 1998). Auerbach (2007) 
interrogated these policies and reforms because they “assume consensus and cooperation 
between schools and parents and parent involvement is treated as a social fact on neutral terrain 
rather than as a socially constructed phenomenon on the contested terrain of schooling” (p. 251). 
In a similar manner, reform policies such as Programs to Encourage Parental Involvement by the 
California Board of Education have been implemented to engage parents positively in their 
children’s education by helping families develop skills to use at home to support their children’s 
academic efforts at school (Nakagawa, 2000). Although the purpose of this policy is to find ways 
to enable children to perform to the best of their abilities, the policy text constructs families as 
needing to change by learning certain skills (Nakagawa, 2000), particularly minoritized families. 
The term minoritized was used in this study as it “conveys the power relations and processes by 
which certain groups are social, economically, and politically marginalized within the larger 
society” (McCarty, 2002, p. xv), which tend to be defined according to dominant norms and 
markers such as White, middle-class, and English-speaking. Delgado-Gaitán (1991) addressed 
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these power relations and explained how local districts conceptualize parent involvement on the 
basis of social hierarchy, whereby school professionals are the experts and the families are the 
seekers of expertise. This is especially pronounced in the case of minoritized families of children 
receiving special education services as policy terminology presents a misleading and damaging 
representation of families (Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evan, 2008).  
Conceptualizations of parent involvement have also been connected to legislative policy 
that mandates family-school compacts or contracts. The Improving America’s School Act 
(IASA, 1994), a federal legislation, mandates family-school compacts or contracts that can be 
understood as an exchange of family obligations for school obligations (Nakagawa, 2000). It is 
important to note that these family-school compacts (California Department of Education, 1998) 
or contracts are mandated only at schools that receive federal monies. Legislative policy 
described that Title I funds provide financial assistance to local educational schools with high 
numbers or high percentages of children from low-income families to help ensure that all 
children meet challenging state academic standards defined in the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, and amended by the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESEA). This policy mandates 
that each school will jointly develop a school-parent compact or contract that outlines how 
families, school staff, and students will share responsibility for improved student achievement 
and the means by which the school and families will build and develop a partnership to help 
children achieve the state’s high standards (Epstein & Hollifield, 1996). These family-school 
compacts provide specific statements created locally by each school community about their 
vision of families and their roles in schools. In this way, this legislative policy mandates that 
schools agree to assume mutual responsibility for children’s learning and that partnerships are to 
be forged between families, schools, and communities.  
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Although family-school compacts or contracts describe the school’s responsibility to 
provide high-quality curriculum and instruction in a supportive and effective learning 
environment that enables the children served to meet the State’s Student Performance Standards 
(California Department of Education, 1998), there are no examples of what the school will do 
(Nakagawa, 2000, p. 459). Instead, local family-school compacts emphasize that families will be 
responsible for supporting their children’s learning through activities such as monitoring 
attendance, homework completion, volunteering in their children’s classroom, and identifying 
positive use of extracurricular time (Nagakawa, 2000). Policy terminology is problematic as it 
suggests that minoritized families need to be encouraged to engage in their children’s education. 
Moreover, family-school compacts leave little room for families to question classroom 
instruction or school processes (Nakagawa, 2000). These family-school compacts or contracts 
establish limits of responsibility that then shift responsibilities, obligations, and rights from one 
party to another. Goodnow (1995) suggested that families are given a list of responsibilities, and 
if these are not met, schools may decide they need not meet their responsibility either.  
Legislative policies continue to put a high premium on school-based involvement that is 
tied to traditional conceptions of parent involvement, yet it fails to acknowledge how these 
traditional conceptions position families of higher socioeconomic status at the center and 
position minoritized families and children in the margins. Goodwin et al. (2008) described a 
cultural difference paradigm to advocate for social justice that illuminates the diversity of lived 
experiences. This is important because researchers and policymakers tend to understand 
differences in family participation as meaning minoritized families lack interest in their 
children’s education. For example, some studies have concluded that families of higher 
socioeconomic status (SES) often participate and play an active role in managing and intervening 
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in their children’s education, whereas families of lower SES are described as providing indirect, 
behind-the-scenes support for education (Gándara, 1995; Lareau, 1989). Other studies have 
shown middle- to upper-class families who are described as advocates being afforded different 
positions within the school community and as far more likely to play an active role in their 
children’s education than families with a lower socioeconomic status (Lareau & Shumar, 1996; 
Ong-Dean et al., 2011). Gándara (1995) exposed and interrogated other research that described 
lower SES families, specifically African American and Latino parents, as less likely to come  
to the school than middle-class White families. In fact, this research showed how school 
professionals understand this lack of participation as meaning lower SES families do not care 
about their children’s schooling. Delgado-Gaitán (1991) wrote, “deficit perspectives depict 
inactive parents in schools as incompetent, unable to help their children due to different 
language, work long hours away from home, belong to different ethnic groups or are just not 
interested” (p. 22). These perspectives show how certain families are positioned in the margins 
and separate from schools, given a history of racism and deficit thinking (Delgado-Gaitán, 1994; 
Fine, 1993; Valdés, 1996). Deficit perspectives continue to perpetuate the myth of the 
uninvolved families and show how parent involvement is socially constructed and politically 
contested through the lenses of race, class, culture, and gender (Abrams & Gibbs, 2002; Valdés, 
1996).  
Conversely, recent research has debunked this myth of the uninvolved parent by 
documenting the many ways in which minoritized families of low socioeconomic backgrounds 
value education, urge their children to do well, have high educational aspirations, and respond to 
teachers’ requests (Clark, 1983; Delgado-Gaitán, 1994; Lopéz, 2001, Valdés, 1996). In fact, 
these studies also revealed how families’ views are not included during family-school meetings, 
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and this may perpetuate a cycle of non-engagement as families do not experience professionals 
as valuing their ideas about their children’s education. Amidst these research findings, it is 
important to note that deficit perspectives continue to operate today, “shaping our institutional 
structures, public policies and educational systems in ways that both advance and retard equity 
and equal opportunity” (Goodwin et al., 2008, p. 5). 
These traditional conceptualizations of parent involvement as tied to socioeconomic 
status (SES) can be understood by using Bourdieu’s (1986) theories of class-based structures and 
inequity. His work is valuable as it questions the unequal distribution of power and status among 
different subgroups of families as it pertains to acquiring education for their children. Bourdieu, 
who focused on class-based structures and inequity, defined three types of capital: economic, 
cultural, and social; he showed how these are connected to a person’s ability to garner status and 
power. He described families of higher socioeconomic status have an advantage in acquiring 
education opportunities for their children. Similarly, Trainor (2010) showed how family 
advocacy is linked to higher socioeconomic backgrounds because these families employ a larger 
array of capital resources and access multiple sources of social capital beyond immediate family, 
service providers and teachers. These factors that work as advantages for certain families are 
often ignored in legislative policy and practice and continue to privilege families of higher 
socioeconomic status.  
Although Goodwin et al. (2008) offered the cultural difference paradigm, they also 
argued that a new paradigm is needed, as the cultural difference paradigm compares and 
positions minoritized families as different from white, middle-class, social, cultural, and 
educational norms. This tells us that the discourse of parent involvement, rooted in White, 
middle-class, social, AND cultural values (Goodwin et al., 2008), excludes Latinx mothers by 
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applying deficit paradigms to describe their participation. Hence, I propose a new paradigm that 
can (re)frame the conceptualization of parent involvement. I defined the term (re)frame as 
framing and reframing. By pushing beyond the traditional discourse of parent involvement, I 
(re)frame to describe this positioning that places Latinx mothers’ knowledge, values, beliefs, and 
experiences (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012) as the foundation of their children’s education. I drew 
on intersectionality as a framework because disability studies in education (DSE) scholars have 
adopted an intersectionality view to better understand the political, emotional, sociocultural, and 
historical contexts of dis/ability and its effect on lived experience within schools (Blanchett et 
al., 2009; García & Ortiz, 2013). It is important to recognize that the “formation of dis/abled, 
racialized, and gendered persons is mutually constituted and this view of the intersectionality 
framework is necessary to be fully inclusive of these identities” (Hernández-Saca et al., 2018,  
p. 287). In my study, (re)framing allows an understanding of Latinx mothers’ participation in 
order to highlight family knowledge, values, beliefs, and experiences (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 
2012). Moreover, I call on researchers, policymakers, and school professionals to privilege and 
show how Latinx mothers’ “cultures can be a source of information for school professionals who 
wish to understand the impact of the life worlds of students on their educational experiences” 
(Goodwin et al., 2008, p. ix).  
Grounded in the philosophies of Freire (1970), my research study drew on the work of 
Souto-Manning (2010) to “embrace equity and democracy through everyday educational 
practices while challenging practices that continue to reproduce a socially unjust system” (p. 3). 
The foundation of a Freirean approach is “problem-posing and this allows for the 
problematization of injustices and inequities, contesting unfair realities” (p. 9). In order to 
contest the status quo, according to the dominant culture, researchers must seek to understand the 
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history of certain issues such as socioeconomically and racially unequal schooling (Souto-
Manning, 2010). Hence, my research study attempted to challenge practices that continue to 
reproduce inequalities by highlighting rich scenarios of the ways Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities experience their interactions with school professionals in ways that are respectful of 
the funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992) that Latinx mothers bring to their educational 
experiences.  
Statement of the Problem 
This chapter has provided an overview of the historical struggle of families for the 
educational rights for their children with disabilities. As early as 1954, families of children  
who had been segregated into separate spaces fought and succeeded in having their concerns 
heard in the landmark Brown v. Board of Education. In 1975, P.L. 94-142, Education for the 
Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) was important because it exposed the history of family-
school relations, addressing the multiple forms of inequity, particularly the exclusion of children 
with disabilities from the nation’s public schools (Valle & Connor, 2011). Although EAHCA 
legislation was created to provide solutions to the problems of special education, it appeared to 
have provided an unequal environment in which the families with the most economic resources 
could advocate for their children and obtain access to better educational opportunities (Ong-
Dean, 2009).  
Goodwin et al. (2008) described the inferiority paradigm and culturally deprived 
paradigm to show these policies as based on the assumptions of the genetic or biological 
inferiority of those who differ racially and culturally from Whites. Equally, these researchers 
problematized the cultural difference paradigm as it works to compare families against a 
dominant culture. Based on these deficit perspectives, these educational legislative policies have 
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defined parental involvement as meaning families are expected to act or interact with school 
professionals in particular ways (i.e., family-school compacts). These conceptualizations of 
parent involvement continue to privilege and perpetuate professional viewpoints based on a 
dominant middle-class standard, given the “overwhelming presence of Whiteness in teacher 
education” today (Sleeter, 2001, p. 94). These legislative policies also fail to acknowledge  
how deficit perspectives privilege school professionals and marginalize minoritized families. 
Therefore, research is needed that shifts away from notions of deprivation to emphasize the 
impact of cultural differences on the lives, experiences, and identities in ways that are not 
deviant but are unique to each family (Goodwin et al., 2008).  
This tells us that it is important to know how families of children with dis/abilities 
experience their communication with school professionals as there is a danger that practices will 
continue to perpetuate particular perspectives of parent involvement that disqualify family 
knowledge by silencing the potential strengths and contributions of minoritized families (Lareau 
& Munoz, 2012; Souto-Manning & Swick 2006). Moreover, the way families experience school 
professionals and how this is connected to how they come to be involved in their child’s 
education are not clear. A close examination of what happens during family-school 
communication is needed to understand the meanings families give to the notions of parent 
involvement in local contexts. This study will continue to examine the factors, such as policy and 
local characteristics, that impact these interactions, specifically families’ experiences of both 
school-wide and special education processes as mediated by race, class, language, culture, and 






In the previous section, the importance of family participation to education was 
discussed. In the following section, the focus is on family participation as experienced by 
families of children with dis/abilities navigating IDEA. There is considerable research on 
families’ perceptions of their experiences with school professionals stemming from special 
education processes.  
Studies that have focused on special education processes showed how traditional 
conceptualizations of parent involvement position families and uphold injustices. Braiden et al. 
(2010) highlighted the experiences of families with children with dis/abilities at the intersection 
of dis/ability and class, and reported that families felt frustration due to their concerns of not 
being heard by professionals and their struggle with the process of receiving a diagnoses of 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and sharing initial concerns to receive support and intervention. 
Similarly, other research has described the experiences of families of children with dis/abilities at 
the crossroads of race, class, and gender to show that families consistently expressed discontent 
with the lack of encouragement by schools to develop successful collaborations with school 
professionals, feeling that professionals dominate the decision-making process (Smalley & 
Reyes-Blanes, 2001; Lalvani, 2015). Comparably, other research has exposed the experiences  
of families of children with dis/abilities at the intersection of culture and class, given 
conceptualizations of parent involvement that privilege professional knowledge and expertise. 
These families from culturally and linguistically different backgrounds understood school 
professionals as pressuring them to agree with preset agendas, including goals and educational 
placements, and this experience was found to contribute to low levels of family participation and 
advocacy (Kalyanpur et al., 2000). Moreover, other research has revealed how the discourse of 
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parent involvement upholds injustices by positioning minoritized families as different from the 
norm and identifying differences based on their socioeconomic status. For example, researchers 
have explained that low-income families of children with dis/abilities experienced feelings of 
inadequacy or discomfort with school professionals (Harry, 1992; Lareau, 1989).  
Finally, other researchers have described families of high socioeconomic backgrounds as 
wanting services that would allow their child to learn, grow, and be included alongside typically 
developing peers (Ong-Dean, 2009). These high-income families emphasized their desire for 
meetings to be more collaborative so they could be equal contributors (Connor & Ferri, 2007; 
Fish, 2008).  
Grounded in traditional definitions of parent involvement, this research of special 
education processes also has shown how families of children with dis/abilities come to 
understand that their participation at the school site is constructed as more superior than other 
kinds of involvement in their homes or community (Ong-Dean et al., 2011). Barton et al. (2004) 
pointed out that families conclude that “either parents participate in school-sanctioned ways…or 
their children’s educational growth may suffer” (p. 4). Moreover, families learn that particular 
kinds of participation are legitimate and other kinds of participation do not count because to have 
a true effect on their child’s education, they must go to the school site (Auerbach, 2007).  
In contrast, there is research that has shown the experiences of families of children with 
dis/abilities at the intersection of cultural and linguistic backgrounds that push beyond traditional 
definitions of parent involvement. For example, Zechella and Raval (2016) explained, “Asian 
Indian immigrant families of children with intellectual and developmental disabilities have 
unique experiences and challenges grounded within their cultural contexts and migration to the 
United States” (p. 1295). These researchers described families as meeting with teachers each 
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year to explain who their child is as a person and the support that is needed. These families are 
described as focused on accessing services within the school system as well as on the ways they 
can provide support at home and in their communities. Pushing beyond descriptions of families 
and school professionals during special education processes, this research described minoritized 
families’ experiences at the intersection of race, class, language, culture, and values to show their 
experiences within the larger context of their religious beliefs and desire for their children with 
dis/abilities to continue to learn about the Indian culture.   
This research is important because researchers must recognize that the discourse of 
parent involvement not only represents families to others, but it can also define families to 
themselves (Said, 1978). Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) found that family perceptions 
about their participation play a large part in the way they become involved. In the initial decision 
to be involved, family participation is influenced by three factors: how families construct and 
view their role, how much influence families believe they can have on their child’s education, 
and how they are influenced by school-wide communication on how and why families should be 
involved. Therefore, based on the families’ perceptions of the role they can play, the family  
may decide their involvement can or cannot make a difference in the school setting. This is 
problematic because many families, particularly those marginalized by race, class, language, 
culture, and values can come to understand their strategies as unappreciated by the school 
(Mehan et al., 1996) and decide not to be involved. In this way, when parent involvement 
discourse defines participation as activities or legitimate acts (Auerbach, 2007), this discourse 
works to restrict, rather than expand, family participation.  
Drawing critical attention to sociocultural contexts of families of children with 
dis/abilities, researchers have argued that expectations of collaboration may be inconsistent or 
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collide with the cultural beliefs systems of some families (Harry, 2008). Therefore, Barton et al. 
(2004) argued that we must focus not just on what families do, but also how and why they 
engage and participate in their children’s education, and how that engagement relates to their 
history and experience in and outside of the school community. In this manner, family 
participation must be viewed in more complex ways that do not continue to privilege White, 
middle-class, educational norms (Goodwin et al., 2008). Lalvani (2012) revealed mothers’ 
resistance to dominant educational discourses and documented the efforts of families of children 
with dis/abilities to access inclusive education for their children.   
By understanding the knowledge, beliefs, values, and experiences of families of children 
with dis/abilities, school professionals can begin to understand the ways families resist inequities 
during school and special education processes. What is missing is a more contextualized 
understanding of the communication between minoritized families of children with dis/abilities 
and school professionals that questions if families are equally valued, encouraged, and validated 
through institutional practices (Fish, 2008). Cioè-Peña (2020) examined the communication 
between mothers and schools during special education processes. This researcher centered the 
experiences of Spanish-speaking mothers of emergent bilinguals labeled as disabled (EBLAD) to 
show the complex ways in which oppressive systems, such as schools, operate and 
disproportionately affect mothers of color raising children with dis/abilities. This researcher 
employed a critical dis/abilities raciolinguistic (CDR) perspective to examine the intersection of 
multiple socially constructed labels and categorizations to understand how racism, ableism, and 
linguicism come together to impact these families. Cioè-Peña (2020) found that ultimately, these 
Latinx mothers begin to discount their own contributions, experience their lack of English 
proficiency as a hindrance to their children’s education, and fall into the background.  
 
20 
This tells us that it is important to understand Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities 
as multiply situated in terms of race, gender, and class as this influences their experience of 
special education processes. At the same time, it is clear that race and perceived ability are still 
connected within educational structures and practices today (Annamma & Handy, 2020). So as 
Latinx mothers navigate special education processes with their children with dis/abilities, it is 
important to attend to how these family-school interactions tell mothers what is possible for their 
children. While most professionals view labels as guides to educational planning and necessary 
for understanding the needs of individual students, minoritized families view these dis/ability 
labels as restrictive and problematic (Lalvani, 2015). 
Thus far, this study has identified some ways in which the discourse of parent 
involvement defined by IDEA policy and research frames and positions families of children with 
dis/abilities and upholds injustices by ignoring systematic racism, linguicism, and historically 
grounded socioeconomic inequities (Garcia & Ortiz, 2013). Research continues to privilege 
school-centered conceptions of families’ roles and has left out attention to culturally appropriate 
definitions and family-centered practices among diverse populations (Cobb, 2014). In order to 
(re)frame the discourse of parent involvement to examine families’ participation holistically, my 
study highlighted the experiences of Latinx mothers who are multiply situated at the intersection 
of race, class, gender, ethnicity, and other social markers (Hernández-Saca et al., 2018). This 
revealed that families’ positions are produced by interconnecting social locations, power 
relations, and experiences (Hankivsky, 2014). By attending to the connections and tensions that 
Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities experience during school and special education 
processes, we learn how they define dis/ability, parenthood, and themselves. This is important 
 
21 
because these experiences influence the ways Latinx mothers participate in their children’s 
education both at home and in school.  
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 
This qualitative study described and examined how Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities experienced their communications with both school and special education 
professionals as they unfolded in a local high school in an urban school district in New Jersey. 
As a professional working at the high school in this district, I selected this age group and this site 
because I have witnessed particular perspectives of school professionals during formalized 
family-school encounters, such as IEP meetings, administrative conferences, and teacher 
conferences. School and special education professionals focus their efforts on preparing children 
with dis/abilities to meet academic state standards as a way of preparing them for college or 
employment after high school. These meetings reveal opposing and disparate meanings attached 
to preparing a student to become employed and independent after graduating from high school, 
while school professionals monitor student classroom behavior, attendance, and achievement as 
a way of preparing students to pursue employment or a career. On the other hand, Latinx mothers 
of children with dis/abilities also want their children to learn and achieve high grades, yet they 
measure growth and success in multiple ways. Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities bring 
knowledge of their child’s role within their family, described as ability to help the family as a 
whole. For example, Latinx mothers expect their child to care for younger siblings, attend family 
gatherings, see to household chores, and get a part-time job to help with family expenses. Also, 
families share experiences of the ways their family navigates issues typical of teenagers such as 
friends and internet use, while simultaneously attending to their child’s emotional and personal 
challenges and strengths. Moreover, these Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities 
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communicate their expertise in accessing medical/counseling services and housing, and 
addressing issues related to citizenship in providing a stable environment for their child. Most 
notably, during their communication with school professionals around school and special 
education processes, Latinx mothers describe their personal values, beliefs, and definitions of 
what it means to be an independent adult living and working within their community. Amidst 
information presented by Latinx mothers, communication between school professionals and 
families is experienced as an obstacle as school professionals are presumed to have knowledge 
and expertise, and this works to disempower Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities. 
Moreover, this urban district and high school age group are important because they allow my 
research to explore competing definitions of parenthood, dis/ability, and transition to adulthood. 
I maintain that phrases that categorize students, such as learning disabled, locate problems within 
children and are grounded in a history of privileging particular ways of being at school to the 
exclusion of others (Ferguson, 2002). Therefore, in this research study, I used the term children 
with dis/abilities to acknowledge that the decision to provide a particular type of educational 
experience is not a natural, neutral response to a particular type of body at school (Baglieri et al., 
2001). Therefore, I used Disability Studies (DS) as a lens to imagine relationships between 
schools and families, wherein families participate by making decisions in their children’s 
education in ways that relate to their own knowledge, values, beliefs, and experiences in and 
outside the school community (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012).  
To further examine family-school encounters in the high school context, I used 
Bakhtinian theories of language to examine the ways families perceive their communication with 
school professionals. Bakhtin (1986) defined words and sentences to argue that the problem is 
that these units “represent a one-way transmission of information and…[do] not elicit a response 
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from the other person” (p. 73). I argue that during family-school encounters, such as IEP 
meetings and conferences with administrators, school professionals use words and sentences 
such as disability to mean biological deficiency and parenting to mean families must learn skills 
to help their children learn in school. These words and sentences are problematic because they 
represent professional jargon or “stratified language” that presents a danger in that it is replete 
with value judgments and beliefs of others that are neither impersonal nor neutral (Bakhtin, 
1981, p. 293). In this study, these words and sentences constitute the discourse of parent 
involvement that is grounded in deficit perspectives that position the experiences and identities  
of families as deviant or inferior (Goodwin et al., 2008). Most importantly, these words and 
sentences assume power when they are taken up as common language because they tell families 
of children with dis/abilities who they are and how they are expected to interact with school 
professionals in the school context (Bakhtin, 1981).  
In this manner, this study brings attention to the origins, logics, and implications of the 
discourse of parent involvement and how this allows or works to constrain the communication 
between school professionals and families of children with dis/abilities. This study shows how 
these Latinx mothers draw from their communication with school professionals to construct their 
understandings of dis/ability and themselves. This is important because school professionals 
must consider the ways they name and define families, vigilant of what their words and 
sentences demand, allow, or limit (Bakhtin, 1981). The dominant definition of parent 
involvement that portrays families as inferior or deficit demands and tells families that parenting 
means communicating with school professionals in school-determined ways (i.e., conferences 
with the teacher or school administrator). Also, this dominant definition of parent involvement 
allows only a singular meaning of dis/ability, as illness and deficient, and tells Latinx mothers 
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that they must agree with this meaning in order for their child to receive special education 
services and supports. Most importantly, this discourse of parent involvement not only impacts 
the way Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities come to understand their communication 
with school professionals, but also how Latinx mothers see themselves in the school context. 
Ultimately, this family-school positioning sheds light on the ways families come to participate 
and speak on behalf of their children with dis/abilities in the school setting.  
My research study built on existing research that made visible the desires and beliefs of 
minoritized families of children with dis/abilities at the center of family-school encounters 
(Abrams & Gibbs, 2002). Inequitable school and social hierarchies have not deterred minoritized 
families from the struggle to resist inequalities created by dominant groups such as school 
professionals in schools (Abrams & Gibbs, 2002). However, this activism is often contested by 
school professionals in local school districts; therefore, Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities face an uphill battle when they defy the deficit view that school professionals hold, 
challenge traditional discourse of parent involvement, and fight for their rights (Fennimore, 
2017).  
Research Questions 
1. How do Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities experience their communication 
with school professionals during formalized family-school encounters, such as 
conferences with teachers and administrators and IEP meetings?   
a. What connections/tensions do Latinx mothers experience in relation to school 
identified goals and purposes? 




2. How do Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities perceive their agency when 
participating in school and special education processes? 
a. How do Latinx mothers perceive school encounters as instances of (un)equal 
influence between families and school professionals? 
Significance of the Study 
Special education law and federal policies continue to characterize family-school 
relationships as representing consensus and harmony; however, families of children with 
dis/abilities are not welcomed by schools to the critical and serious work of rethinking 
educational structures and practices. The one-way transmission of knowledge, often assumed in 
the positivist model, often dismisses the value of family knowledge and compromises any chance 
for collaboration (Valle, 2011). Freire (1970) denounced oppressive societal forces that push for 
a transmission of knowledge to students’ brains like money into banks, termed as a banking 
approach to education, and this perspective can be used to understand how families’ knowledge 
is kept in the margins and oppressed in place. 
By using a disability studies lens, I was able to examine how school and special 
education processes position families in relation to school professionals. Ferguson and Ferguson 
(2006) argued that for family members to truly gain entry to become partners with schools, a 
model of family/school partnership is needed that challenges traditional assumptions and 
practices. Family/school partnership is possible when the family’s knowledge, values, beliefs, 
and experiences serve as the foundation of the child’s education (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012). 
This study can contribute to the research on family/school partnerships by positioning families 
and professionals in dialogue. This stands in direct opposition to the “everyday realities that are 
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oppressive and help to maintain the imbalanced social status quo by which the rich and powerful 
have oppressed the lower class” (Souto-Manning, 2010, p. 140).  
This study makes a unique contribution in helping both school professionals and special 
education professionals to unpack and thus better understand their communication with Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities. This research will move all school professionals towards 
thinking critically and reflecting on their response to family participation in the education of their 
children within local contexts. In promoting this change, educators can learn how different 
definitions of parent involvement during family-professional encounters can work to bring clarity 
to a family’s unique meaning of dis/ability and parenthood. In turn, professionals can see how 
words and sentences are connected to a family’s action or engagement in the education of their 
children with dis/abilities within or outside of school. In this way, school professionals can 
understand these interactions as crucial as they have consequences both for the family and for the 
school in moving towards family-school partnerships.  
Researchers have generally decided which aspects of a family’s experience are important 
when examining families in relation to schools. Drawing on a disability studies lens, this 
research study is significant because it calls on families of children with dis/abilities to tell what 
is examined in education that can inform family/school relationships. For example, during 
interactions, Latinx mothers’ detailed narratives can push professionals to examine their 
perspectives about what and whose knowledge appears to count most. Moreover, together, 
Latinx mothers and professionals can consider who benefits from chosen institutional responses 
to dis/ability, and why (Valle, 2011). Listening to Latinx mothers’ voices enables school 
professionals to generate new ideas that are culturally appropriate and in agreement with 
families’ values and wishes (Harry et al., 1999). Similarly, by drawing on Intersectionality and 
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DisCrit theories, professionals can come to understand how various social constructions of 
identity affect Latinx mothers’ experiences. This advises professionals to understand Latinx 
mothers’ experiences at the intersection of race, gender, class, dis/ability, and culture. For 
example, school professionals can learn that Latinx mothers’ perspectives are grounded in Latin 
values of familism and interdependence, and therefore they can understand Latinx mothers as 
seeking to build trusting relationships with school professionals. In this manner, this study has 
the potential to inform policymakers about how professionals’ assumptions and, more 
specifically, the discourse of parent involvement can play a role in dismissing and ignoring the 





REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
A review of literature was conducted to examine how the discourse of parent involvement 
is framed in current research. I used Google Scholar, EBSCO Academic Search Premier, and 
EBSCOhost to search using the keywords “parent involvement” and “disability.” The studies 
found in this initial search highlighted the experiences of families of children with dis/abilities in 
relation to the school context and the special education system. To expand the search, the terms 
culture, families, and home-school relations were added, and this elicited a wider range of 
studies that examined the experiences of families of children with dis/abilities both in the home 
and the school setting as intersecting with their race, class, language, gender, and culture. 
However, this literature continued to show family-school relations as meaning school 
professionals define and expect particular kinds of family participation, both in school and 
during special education processes. Less research was found that examined family-school 
relations and was grounded in and built on families’ knowledge, values, beliefs, and lived 
experiences.  
This chapter takes a critical view of the research and practice in the field of special 
education to show the ways it has eluded the issues of cultural difference and social inequality 
embedded in American public education. Social class hierarchies, racial discrimination, and 
unequal educational outcomes interlock in a historical story of American schooling that has not 
yet included, valued, and supported all individuals (Danforth & Gabel, 2006). This study used a 
disability studies perspective to examine recent literature that describes the communication 
between families and school professionals to show how families of children with dis/abilities are 
positioned relative to school professionals and special education processes. A disability studies 
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perspective can shed light on the discourse of disability that upholds services within the 
educational system as essential in rehabilitating the individual student (Snyder & Mitchell, 
2006). This discourse works to position the school professional as having authority while 
children with dis/abilities and their families are positioned in the margins (Ferri, 2008; Valle & 
Connor, 2011). A disability studies lens allows an interpretation of the metaphors and symbolic 
messages embedded in the discourse of parent involvement that is neither impersonal nor neutral 
and works to constrain the interactions between families and professionals (May & Ferri, 2005). 
Moreover, this study built on recent research that asked how the structures within the traditional 
bureaucratic organization of schools and special education processes pose significant contextual 
barriers to family and professional collaboration (Ware, 1994). By proposing that answers may 
be found by examining the definitions of parent involvement in the school context, this literature 
review can show how families of children with dis/abilities construct their own meanings of 
dis/ability and parenthood as they push against the definitions and practices employed by school 
professionals. It is important to recognize that school contexts are not devoid of identity 
processes related to race, dis/ability, gender, socioeconomic class, and other differences that 
intersect and interlock with the experiences of families at the intersections (Baker et al., 2013; 
Lemke, 2013; Nasir, 2011). Hence, studies were reviewed to show the meaning-making of 
families as framed by both school practices and their structural identities of race, class, gender, 
class, and other markers of difference (Hernández-Saca et al., 2018).  
Schools and Disability in Historical Context: A Brief Introduction 
This section provides a historical context of families of children with dis/abilities by 
drawing on a disability studies perspective. Traditionally, school professionals have been 
presumed to have superior knowledge, which has worked to disempower families of children 
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with dis/abilities. Individuals who were considered defective were placed into institutions, such 
as hospitals or special schools, where specialized professionals would address the problems in 
their bodies that supposedly created their abnormalities (Snyder & Mitchell, 2006, p. 71). 
Disability Studies (DS) as a theoretical framework can be used to argue that dis/ability presents 
as a social and political issue that, in fact, turns impairment into oppression either by erecting 
barriers or by refusing to create barrier-free environments (Davis, 2013). 
The introduction of compulsory schooling during the 19th
 
century was originally based 
on the belief that all children should learn “a common political and social ideology” together in 
the same space (Osgood, 1999, p. 376). This vision of education was intended to be egalitarian, 
providing access to school for all children, regardless of their backgrounds. However, once 
schooling became compulsory for all children in the United States, schools began constructing 
rationales for excluding some children, as depicted in a study of the Boston, Massachusetts, 
public schools from 1870 through the 1920s (Osgood, 1999). Public schools coped with the 
enormous number of immigrant students entering the United States through the creation of 
special classes, with the first special education class specifically for “mental defectives” founded 
in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1896 (Danforth et al., 2007, p. 81). These notions of mental 
deficiency were connected to children’s inferior backgrounds and lack of moral codes that could 
be passed on to children in an endless cycle of family degeneracy (Farber, 1986; Katz, 1983). 
Therefore, schools aimed to civilize the newly arrived poor and culturally different by providing 
schooling to combat the poverty associated with urban migration (Goodwin et al., 2008). These 
families of children with a mental impairment were expected to enroll their children in public 
school or in specialized asylums for people with mental retardation, which focused on removing 
the most vulnerable children from the vicious habits of low-bred idleness acquired from their 
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parents (Bernard, 1865). This history of schools shows how both public schools and special 
schools employed approaches to developing children’s character and morality based on the 
assumption that poor immigrant children, as well as children of color, lacked the moral judgment 
and appropriate home environment (Goodwin et al., 2008). The “purpose of schooling was not to 
liberate, but to sort and classify, not to intellectually expand but to standardize, not to transform 
but to conform” (Goodwin et al., 2008, p. 4). Using a Disability Studies (DS) lens, a study of 
past practices in education shows how impairment has been linked to oppression. Historically, 
children whose bodies and behaviors differed from the idealized norm were quickly shifted into 
segregated classrooms and schools that frequently had less academically oriented curricula, 
fewer qualified teachers, and fewer resources (Osgood, 1999; Tyack, 1974). By 1922, at least 
133 school systems provided special education classes for over 23,000 students considered 
mentally deficient (Lazerson, 1983).  
These ideas and practices in U.S. public schools have worked to reduce a broad array of 
complicated social and educational issues involving race/ethnicity, social class, nationality, 
language, gender, and schooling practices into a single problem, that is, dis/ability as requiring 
professional treatment (Brantlinger, 1997; Danforth, 1997). The linkage between rehabilitation 
and services to students from particular ethnicities and class categories means that these ideas are 
neither neutral nor objective. The work of Valencia (1997) interrogated conceptions of dis/ability 
and widely held misconceptions of the cultural deficits in students of color. Her research found 
the mismatch between schools and children has frequently focused on supposed deficits within 
children, their families, and their communities. Other scholars have argued that children’s 
cultures and ethnicities are not the problem. Goodwin et al. (2008) explained that traditional 
conceptions have drawn on deficit or cultural deprivation paradigms, grounded in comparisons 
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of the ways in which individuals deviate from White, middle-class, social, cultural, and 
educational norms. Goodwin et al. (2008) identified a cultural difference paradigm that shifts 
away from notions of inferiority or deprivation and, instead, emphasizes the impact of cultural 
differences on the lives, experiences, and identities of diverse groups in ways that are not deviant 
but are unique and specific. From this perspective, these authors described the lives of children 
from different backgrounds as grounded in and informed by values, beliefs, and norms that are 
culturally specific and, simultaneously, they argued that professionals must learn how persons 
who are different have been marginalized and underserved by schools. Aligned with these 
perspectives, this study employed the term minoritized families to refer to these exclusionary 
practices of dominant groups and to reflect the ongoing social experience of marginalization, 
even when groups subjected to discrimination achieve majority in a population (Chase et al., 
2014; McCarty, 2002). 
Special Education and Disability Studies in Education: Conflicting Perspectives 
Currently, debate continues among scholars, educators, and policymakers about the best 
way to educate all children—in particular, whether some students require special education 
services or whether inclusive practices should be used with all students for the benefit of all 
students (Oyler, 2011). The Education for All Handicapped Children Act, passed in 1975, 
required schools to educate all children; however, this law has also allowed for some children to 
be segregated into separate spaces from other students if those spaces were considered the “least 
restrictive environment” in which a child could be educated. As a result, some children continue 
to be segregated into separate special education classes within public schools that are also 
characterized by deep structural inequalities that have resulted in limited options within the 
continuum of services for students with disabilities (Kozleski & Smith, 2009). This is 
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problematic because these separate special education programs have been marked by routine and 
generic instruction rather than individualized instruction, teacher shortages, widely variable 
teacher quality, and unduly large class sizes for students with disabilities (Harry & Klingner, 
2006). These current practices in the field of special education fail to question prevalent social 
structures and processes that target specific forms of biological and cultural difference in ways 
that socially marginalize particular students and their families (Ware, 2003). Hernández-Saca et 
al. (2018) offered dis/ability research in education that engages in “intersectionality to uncover 
the multidimensional construction of dis/abled experiences” or, in other words, the lived 
experiences of youth with dis/abilities in educational contexts (p. 286). 
Special Education: A Medical Model 
The field of special education relies on a medical framework where disability is 
conceptualized as a pathological condition intrinsic to the individual (Valle & Connor, 2011). 
When special education is linked to science, scholars fail to interrogate how practices of test 
performance and standardization, in fact, work to construct disability. Standardized tests 
compare an individual’s performance to a normative sample; therefore, examiners must follow a 
strict procedure, using exact words when prompting a student in order to maintain an objective 
stance to avoid influences on the testing condition. These assessment procedures outlined under 
IDEA regard such methods of science as right and good, believing that standardized methods 
yield accurate measures of behavior and cognition (Harry et al., 2005). The assessment process 
culminates with special education committee members, school professionals, and parents, who 
review results of a psychoeducational evaluation and, in turn, determine student eligibility and 
placement and special education services. An Individualized Education Plan (IEP) is developed 
to target and remediate the students’ identified cognitive, academic, and/or behavioral deficits 
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(Harry & Klingner, 2006). Public school professionals regard these assessments as central in 
conducting comprehensive educational processes that include referral, diagnosis, and 
intervention (Harry et al., 2005; Mehan et al., 1986). Embracing the medical model of special 
education, the results of this process form the basis of a treatment plan intended to remediate and 
rehabilitate the individual’s deficits (Mitchell & Snyder, 2013). Some scholars believe that 
particular children have dis/abilities and need special education, and also believe special 
education is a good system that can and should be improved incrementally through the 
refinement of techniques (Kavale & Mostert, 2003).  
Danforth et al. (2007) took a critical stance towards the dominant traditions of special 
education grounded in a medical model and argued, “the creation of the individual deficit 
disability construct is the cornerstone of special education ideology, research, legislation, and 
practice” (p. 79). While the intelligence test provided the scientific language of the educational 
diagnosis, behavioral science became the predominant science and practice of professional 
treatment; it was a way to bring the actions of disabled persons into conformity with those called 
non-disabled (Skrtic, 1995). These two social sciences have unified under a “medicalized 
language of educational treatment to formulate a clinical discourse that casts perceived biological 
or cultural difference as educational illness requiring proper diagnosis and treatment by scientific 
professionals” (Danforth et al., 2007, p. 84). This language of pathology influences school 
professional viewpoints because when difference is conceptualized as deficit, it produces a 
particular way of thinking about and responding to children with dis/abilities (Valle & Connor, 
2011). Disability scholar Simi Linton (1998) explained that these perspectives of difference 
produce negative consequences for the student because the student becomes determined by his or 
her disability status. Similarly, Hernández-Saca et al. (2018) argued that the dis/ability 
 
35 
experience and identity can no longer be considered separate from other socially constructed 
intersectional identities linked to ideologies of race, class, gender, dis/ability, and other markers 
of difference. Attention is needed to understand how these identities are constructed because 
children with dis/abilities are already experiencing these complexities, as consequences, in 
schools and in special education processes (Artiles et al., 2016; Erevelles, 2011).  
To show how dis/ability and identity are linked, Hernández-Saca et al. (2018) employed 
an intersectionality framework to highlight the lived experiences of youth with dis/abilities with 
marginalized identities within educational contexts. This research provided a way to analyze the 
intersection of social identity markers of difference, such as dis/ability, race, gender, and class, 
by examining the intersecting systems of power (McCall, 2005). Similarly, Annamma (2014) 
described the experience of Veronica, self-identified as a lesbian female of color with a special 
education disability category, detained in a juvenile incarceration facility that felt she was in 
special education because she could not contend with her peers. Together, this research was 
important as it showed that dis/ability intersects with other dimensions of marginalized identities 
and looked at how students experience intersectional disability discourses that tell them who they 
are in relation to others. These researchers argued, “intersectional disability discourses create a 
social construction of reality and identities that lead to the erasure of people’s humanity” 
(Hernandez-Saca et al., 2018, p. 297).   
A Disability Studies in Education Perspective: Privileging the Social Model  
Disability Studies (DS) offers a different view of disability—disability not as an attribute 
of an individual or an individual impairment. A Disability Studies lens questions the 
interpretation of some physiological variations as disability and regarding people differentially 
according to that interpretation (Snyder & Mitchell, 2006). A DS perspective does not dispute 
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biological differences inherent in disability, nor does it diminish the positive contributions of 
science in the lives of disabilities. Instead, a social construction of disability seeks to address  
the social, cultural, historical, and material aspects of disability while, at the same time, 
acknowledging the physiological aspects of impaired function (Baglieri et al., 2011). The 
emphasis is on the meaning attributed to dis/ability. For example, a teacher will consider what a 
student with dis/abilities needs to succeed in the classroom and engages knowledgeable others 
(special education staff and parents) in the educational process. The biological fact of the 
student’s dis/ability remains constant. What shifts is the response to dis/ability, and this is 
important because this response to dis/ability determines particular outcomes for persons with 
disabilities (Valle & Connor, 2011). 
Disability Studies in Education (DSE) interrogate the special education field grounded in 
notions of normalcy (Baglieri et al., 2011). These norms or notions of normalcy require the 
majority of people to look, think, communicate, and act as similar to one another as possible. 
Baglieri et al. (2011) argued that when this principle is applied to schools, students who are 
perceived and labeled as disabled have been noticed for not conforming to expectations of 
normalcy. Therefore, DSE promotes the educational philosophy of inclusion that extends beyond 
disability to affirm the diversity within all children. In other words, inclusive classrooms 
acknowledge, respect, and draw on the strengths that all kinds of diversity (e.g., race, class, 
ethnicity, ability, gender, sexual orientation, language, culture) bring to a classroom (Valle & 
Connor, 2011). Proponents of inclusive educational practices have argued that general education 
teachers, in fact, already possess a rich repertoire on which to draw in teaching all students, 
including students with dis/abilities.  
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Scholarship in the field of DSE engage in research, policy, and action to privilege the 
interest and voices of people labeled with dis/abilities and their families. DSE demands that 
research be participatory, calling for increased participation and influence by persons with 
disabilities and families in what is taught and explored about disability (Valle, 2011). This is 
important because traditional research has been dominated by the voices of researchers who have 
described families of children with dis/abilities from a clinical perspective, with the objective of 
uncovering patterns of psychopathology among these families. It has been suggested, for 
instance, that families of children with dis/abilities experience prolonged psychological distress 
and a persistent state of mourning (Olshansky, 1962; Solnit & Stark, 1961).   
Born of the protests and growing self-advocacy of ordinary people in the 1970s (Shapiro, 
1993), the significance of the experiences of individuals and their families remains central within 
disability studies scholarship. Researchers have acknowledged “voices are essential parts of our 
knowledge base about the meanings of disability across cultures and class, categories and 
contexts” (Ferguson, 2008, p. 49). Some studies have revealed the perspectives of families to 
show how families are challenging assumptions of negative outcomes and highlight resiliency 
and positive adjustment among families (Lalvani, 2008; Skinner et al., 1999). These 
investigations showed how families of children with dis/abilities challenge culturally accepted 
assumptions about a lesser quality of life among families of children with dis/abilities (Parens & 
Asch, 2000) and perceptions of parents as either overwhelmed with undue amounts of stress or 
as survivors (Goddard et al., 2000).  
Researchers in DSE have investigated these notions of either resiliency or suffering by 
examining memoirs written by families of children with dis/abilities that reflect on the meanings 
and experiences of disability (Ferguson & Asch, 1989). Piepmeier (2012) reviewed memoirs 
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written by the families of children with dis/abilities and argued that many are problematic. She 
noted: “Through their use of grief, their emphasis on a medicalized model, and their framing of 
the child’s disabilities, these memoirs represent the child not as a person but as a problem with 
which the parents have had to grapple” (p. 1). Piepmeier argued that these memoirs appear to 
reinforce stereotypes that surround and define dis/ability, further describing how family 
experiences are presented as fixed narratives that uphold certain ways of thinking that should be 
overturned. 
Alternately, Piepmeier (2012) revealed, “There are some memoirs that simultaneously 
work to humanize and value the child and reframe our cultural view of typical personhood 
through the lens of disability” (p. xii). Piepmeier’s review of these memoirs found that the family 
can be a site that tolerates oppressive cultural models of disability but also greatly challenges 
them. Memoirs that counter formulaic narratives offer a glimpse into why and how the families 
love their child. Families describe in detail the pleasures and happiness that are part of the family 
life, thus recognizing the child as a valuable and loved human being. Piepmeier argued that these 
memoirs matter because this reframing of disability has the potential to activate significant social 
change. For example, Michael Bérube (1996), father of a child with Down syndrome, explained:  
     In the early 1970s some parents did swim upstream against all they were told and 
brought their children home, worked with them, held them, provided them physical 
therapy and ‘special learning’ environments. In the 10-million-year history of Down 
syndrome, they've allowed us to believe that we're finally getting somewhere. (p. 27) 
 
Bérube’s experience as the father of a child with Down syndrome can also serve as a powerful 
“representation of strength, emancipation, and resistance that intersectionality as a frame 
provides as it centers the experiences of those who are at the fringes within society and U.S. 
schooling” (Hernández-Saca et al., 2018, p. 305). Educational researchers and school 
professionals continue to construct dis/ability as a deficit, grounded in the medical model within 
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special education processes, and so these professionals contribute to and promote a definition of 
dis/ability that shames and marginalizes both children with dis/abilities and their families.   
Together, a DSE perspective and intersectionality as a tool can challenge the construction 
of dis/ability and parenthood as well as the traditional practices of special education. Reid and 
Knight (2006) argued that students do not have a dis/ability that justifies differential treatment; 
instead, they become disabled through school practices that privilege particular norms for doing 
and being at school. Consequently, this study examined dis/ability within an interwoven context 
that can also account for the oppressive experiences of children with dis/abilities and their 
families based on race, gender, and class. It centered on families’ “voices to illuminate the 
intersection of racism, sexism, ethnocentricity and other forms of oppression” (Hernández-Saca, 
et al., 2018, p. 305). This is important because when families understand and actively challenge 
oppressive social and political systems of power, this has the potential to support the 
development of resilience, empowerment, and full integration of all aspects of personal identities 
for families of children with dis/abilities who experience intersectional systemic oppressions 
(Freire, 2008). In this study, the privileging of family voice represents a paradigmatic shift. By 
pushing beyond the discourse of parent involvement, this study can (re)frame and position 
families’ knowledge, values, beliefs, and experiences as the foundation of every family-school 
encounter (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012). This can be operationalized as, when family 
participation has a singular meaning, families come to understand these expectations as framed 
by both school practices and their structural identities of race, class, gender, class, and 
categorizations of dis/ability (Hernández-Saca et al., 2018). Kiyama and Harper (2018) drew 
attention to sociocultural contexts and argued that research on parent involvement does not 
address how the expectations of collaboration may be inconsistent or collide with the cultural 
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beliefs systems of some families. These researchers call us to move beyond the discourse of 
parent involvement to family engagement that acknowledges the contradictions within family 
experiences, positioning lived experience as a point of strength. This tells us that the voices of 
families of children with dis/abilities at the intersection of race, class, gender, dis/ability, and 
other markers of difference can reveal the complex ways families come to define their 
participation in school and during special education processes. Villenas (2010) argued that the 
individual’s lived experience can work to challenge assumptions of “objectivity and embrace 
subjectivity as a source of knowing” (p. 466). Villenas offered Chicana feminisms as a way of 
knowing to identify cultural knowledge and strategies of resistance as it tells us that we can focus 
not just on what Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities do, but also how and why they 
engage and participate in their children’s education and how that engagement relates to their 
history and experience in and outside of the school community. 
Critical Race and Disability Studies to Uncover a Mother’s Experience of School  
Critical race theory and disability studies are combined (Dis/Crit) as a theoretical 
framework that incorporates a dual analysis of race and ability within the education field. 
Annamma et al. (2013) argued that historical beliefs about race and ability have been used to 
conceptualize human difference and to justify segregation, and unequal treatment against black 
and brown bodies. In schools, race and perceived ability continue to be linked, and a 
disproportionate number of students from non-dominant racial, ethnic, and linguistic origins 
continue to be referred, labeled, and placed in special education classes.  
Annamma et al. (2013) argued that although disability is conceptualized as clinically 
determined, all disability categories are subjective. From this view, most important is a human’s 
response to the person with the disability and the way he/she is perceived to be inherently 
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different. These researchers highlighted the following tenets. First, DisCrit theory focuses on the 
way racism and ableism circulate interdependently to uphold notions of normalcy. When racism 
and ableism appear normal and natural to people in our culture, it is important to unmask and 
expose the normalizing processes as they circulate in society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). 
Second, DisCrit theory recognizes the social constructions of race and ability to highlight the 
material and psychological impacts of being labeled as raced or dis/abled. This means it is 
important to examine the ways in which students are simultaneously raced and dis/abled within 
schools in order to understand their lived experiences (Erevelles, 2011). Today, students of color 
labeled disabled are often educated in segregated spaces, and these practices are connected to 
interactions, procedures, discourses, and institutions of education, which affect students of color 
with dis/abilities qualitatively differently than White students with dis/abilities (Solorzano & 
Yosso, 2001). These segregated spaces are problematic because they focus on what students 
cannot do, instead of emphasizing their strengths and what unique abilities they possess. This 
shows us that critical race theory and disability studies can help us understand Latinx mothers’ 
experiences in the context of school. Regardless of the way they understand their child as able, 
Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities must navigate perspectives of normal/abnormal and 
abled/disabled as constructed in the school context.    
A Bakhtinian Perspective to Frame Family and School Relations 
This section shows how Bakhtin’s (1981) theories of language can be used to understand 
how language works to (dis)connect, to mean connect and disconnect families of children with 
dis/abilities and school professionals. Bakhtin described how language is socially embedded and 
meaning is derived in context. Moreover, language is temporal, coming from other places and 
spaces, and, most importantly, language has a present, a history, and this determines the future. 
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This tells us that family-school relations must be examined in the sociocultural context of 
schools as sites where families with children with dis/abilities come to understand their 
experiences and communication with school professionals during school and special education 
processes. First, Bakhtin’s (1981) “professional stratification of language” can be used to 
examine the way “professional jargons are directly intentional,” creating tension as they 
represent attitudes and value judgments (p. 289). This is important because this language shows 
how school professionals position themselves in relation to families of children with dis/abilities 
and how they construct particular meanings that are both cumulative and accumulated over time 
(Voloshinov, 1986) that influence their response to families in the school context. Second, 
Bakhtin’s (1981) ‘theories of language’ can be used to examine how families experience and 
understand the language used by school professionals during family-school encounters. The 
terms authoritative discourse and persuasive discourse can be used to understand how families 
come to understand their role in school and themselves in relation to school and special 
education professionals. Then, most significant is Bakhtin’s (1981) descriptions of 
communication using the concepts of the ‘utterance’ and ‘dialogism.’ These concepts can  
help us imagine communication between families of children with dis/abilities and school 
professionals in order to (re)frame the discourse of parent involvement and uncover the different 
definitions of parent participation that can occur in the local context. 
Bakhtin’s (1981) description of “professional stratification of language” can help 
examine the language used by school professionals during school and special education 
processes (p. 289). In Bakhtin’s view, languages differ from each other in vocabularies and also 
involve specific forms for revealing intentions, making conceptualizations and evaluation 
concrete; this is taken as professional jargon. This study examined how school and special 
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education professionals use specific terms or jargon to implement school procedures and special 
education placements. This language by professionals represents “heteroglossia…a co-existence 
of socio-ideological contradictions between the present and the past…creating a socially typical 
language” (p. 291). This tells us that the language used by school and special education 
professionals is knit together with belief systems and particular points of view representing the 
field of special education. Most importantly, this language is “neither neutral nor impersonal, but 
it exists in other people’s mouths, in other people’s contexts, serving other people’s intentions” 
(p. 293). This is important because this “professional stratified language” positions minoritized 
families of children with dis/abilities in the margins, and “from the outside, this jargon can have 
limited meaning” for them” (p. 289). 
Researchers have claimed that schools are involved in the routine disqualification of 
families’ beliefs and ideas; therefore, families face persistent obstacles when interfacing with 
school professionals on behalf of their children with dis/abilities (Valle & Aponte, 2002). 
Bakhtin’s (1981) definitions of discourse can be used to understand how families make sense of 
their communication with school professionals. In schools, families encounter “authoritative 
discourse as privileged language” that is distant yet has “power in this particular context”  
(p. 424). This can mean that the professionals in the field of special education implement specific 
terms and practices that represent federal legislative, rules, and regulations. These procedures 
demand allegiance and compliance, particularly if minoritized families are seeking particular 
placements and supports for their children with dis/abilities. In turn, the interests and beliefs of 
families of children with dis/abilities can be understood as “internally persuasive discourse, 
denied all privilege, backed by no authority, and representing a constant struggle”; an attempt to 
“create one’s own thinking and freeing of one’s own discourse from the authoritative discourse” 
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(p. 424). Valle and Aponte (2002) examined the communication between families of children 
with dis/abilities and professionals and wondered “what is the process by which parents accept 
authoritative knowledge over their own knowledge of the child?” (p. 474). How do families 
come to participate in the disqualification of their own knowledge? These researchers argued that 
answers can be found in special education processes in the way they embrace a complex system 
of scientific objective measures for judging what is considered within the normal range of 
learning and behavior. Moreover, I suggest school professionals hold fixed definitions of 
dis/ability and parenthood and demand that families of children with dis/abilities participate in 
ways determined by the school and special education processes. In Bakhtin’s (1981) view, this 
posture of professional dominance disempowers families as they are relegated to being objects 
by stratified discourse that positions the family’s knowledge and beliefs as subordinate. Yet, an 
alternate outcome is possible for families of children with dis/abilities. In the research of Valle 
and Aponte (2002), Ms. Aponte, the child’s mother, begins to question and resist the stratified 
language used by school professionals, and this works to destabilize the authoritative discourse. 
Most importantly, Ms. Aponte’s resistance leads her to understand herself as an advocate for her 
child and to consider other pathways to information and services in support of her child with a 
dis/ability.  
At the center of Bakhtin’s (1981) philosophies of language, he described speech 
communication by using the concepts of the utterance and dialogism. Bakhtin (1986) began by 
positioning words and sentences in direct contrast to the meaning of an utterance and dialogue. 
He argued that the problem of “words and sentences as a unit of language” is that it represents a 
one-way transmission of information, and it does not elicit or draw out a response from the other 
person (p. 73). These units of language, words and sentences, are complete thoughts but “belong 
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to nobody and are addressed to nobody” (p. 95). They are “regarded from the speaker’s 
standpoint as if there were only one speaker who does not have any necessary relation to the 
other participant in the communication” (p. 67). In this study, these ‘words and sentences’ 
constitute the discourse of parent involvement that is grounded in deficit perspectives that 
position the experiences and identities of families as deviant or inferior (Goodwin et al., 2008). 
Most importantly, these words and sentences represent only the thoughts of the school 
professional and so take on power when they are taken up as common language (i.e., particular 
definitions of dis/ability and parenthood) because they tell families who they are and delineate 
how they are expected to communicate with professionals in the school context (Bakhtin, 1981).  
In contrast, Bakhtin (1986) emphasized the study of the “utterance as a real unit of speech 
communication” as it can illuminate the forces at work when two individuals engage in 
conversation and actual dialogue (p. 67). Bakhtin explained: 
     An utterance has an absolute beginning and absolute end; its beginning is preceded by 
the utterances of others, and its end is followed by the responsive utterances of others. 
The speaker ends his utterance in order to relinquish the floor to the other or to make 
room for the other’s active responsive understanding. The boundaries of each utterance 
are determined by a change of speakers and every utterance is a link in a complexly 
organized chain of other utterances. One observes this change of speakers most clearly in 
actual dialogue. (p. 72) 
 
This description of the speaker and, in turn, the listener makes clear their part in the 
creation of dialogue, as “links in a chain of utterances” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 69). This metaphor can 
be used to imagine the communication between school professionals and families of children 
with dis/abilities as dialogue. “Addressivity is an essential marker of the utterance” because it 
means the speaker constructs and directs his utterance to someone and expects an active response 
or understanding (p. 95). In Bakhtin’s view, the speaker does not expect passive understanding 
that only duplicates his own idea. Rather, he expects response, agreement, sympathy, or 
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objection. The speaker also recognizes the existence of preceding utterances, his own and those 
of others before him. Most importantly, Bakhtin explained that the speaker takes into account  
the perception of the listener, “whether he has special knowledge of the given topic of the 
communication, his views, his prejudices, and his sympathies, because all this will determine his 
understanding of the utterance” (p. 96). Alternately, within this link of utterances, the listener 
perceives and understands the meaning, and he simultaneously takes an active and responsive 
attitude towards it. The listener either agrees or disagrees with it, augments it, applies it, and 
prepares to respond. The listener adopts a responsive attitude during the process of listening and 
understanding and then becomes the speaker.  
This interplay of utterances is defined as “dialogism, a way of knowing grounded in 
context” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 280). This can mean that during family-school encounters, such as 
IEP meetings, school professionals can engage in dialogue with families in ways that elicit and 
are responsive to the knowledge, beliefs, culture, and values of minoritized families of children 
with dis/abilities. In the school context, school professionals can consider the family’s 
knowledge of the given topics (i.e., special education procedures to determine eligibility/ 
programs and school policies around behavior and attendance) as well as the family’s personal 
definitions of dis/ability and parenthood grounded in their home experiences. This study drew on 
Bakhtin’s (1986) dialogism to imagine school professionals taking positions of listening that can 
lead to acceptance, whether they are in agreement or pushing against ideas presented by the 
families of children with dis/abilities. Given this dialogical stance, families can experience 
school professionals as inviting and valuing their knowledge and lived experiences. Together, 
this reciprocal and responsive stance marks the center of dialogism and is best described as a 
process of understanding that can lead to change in communication (Bakhtin, 1986). Therefore, 
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in dialogue, families of children with dis/abilities and school professionals can be involved in a 
mutual conditioning, meaning a communication that is reciprocal and fluid. In Bakhtin’s view, 
dialogism means a logical discussion of ideas, using questioning, reasoning, and opposition, and 
this would represent ‘interdependence’ in family-school communication and relations.  
The dialogue, between families of children with dis/abilities and professionals, is also 
critical as individual identity is constructed while in conversation with others (Bakhtin, 1981). 
“Ideological becoming is a generative process by which we develop our own ways of viewing 
the world” (Bakhtin, 1986, p.14). Bakhtin (1986) used the phrase “contact zones” to explain 
“where one culture’s system of ideas and values afford or constrain certain ways of being that are 
valued and performed differently in another culture’s system of ideas” (p. 14). In this study, 
contact zones can refer to the space where families can learn how school professionals are 
oriented towards them and toward their cultures and ideas, and also reveal how families “learn to 
navigate and negotiate various discourses, positions and degrees of authority” (Fecho & Clifton, 
2017, p. 54). Building on the work of Bakhtin (1986), researchers explained that for families, a 
school professional’s utterances can have a profound impact on how the family comes to 
understand themselves as being or becoming (Fecho & Clifton, 2017). Identities emerge as an 
iterative process where a person comes to “understand oneself as emerging, shifting, intersecting, 
diverging, unfolding, and reconfiguring internally and externally across contexts over time”  
(p. 94). This can mean families of children with dis/abilities are always oriented toward the past 
and the present and the future in the process of being and becoming, and these are often 
contested and negotiated through ongoing dialogue with the self and with others. Therefore, it is 
important to consider the ways professionals and families name and constitute each other, 
vigilant of the meanings “enacted in those utterances and what those utterances demand, allow or 
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limit” (p. 94). This dialogue between the family and the school professional is important because 
it can influence the decisions made by families in or outside the school, in the education of their 
children with a dis/abilities.  
Review of the Literature on Family-School Relations 
This section reviews research that examined the communication between families and 
school professionals to show how families of children with dis/abilities are positioned relative to 
school professionals and special education processes. Studies have shown how the bureaucratic 
organization of schools and special education processes pose significant barriers to family-school 
relations. Therefore, this research has shown families navigating the language and practices 
employed by school professionals that have reinforced traditional conceptions of parent 
involvement by defining and demanding how families are expected to participate in the school 
context. Intersectionality as a tool can help us understand the layered and multidimensional 
nature of injustices (Hernandez-Saca et al., 2018) and has shown how families have engaged in 
efforts to counter deficit views held by school professionals to advocate for equitable educational 
opportunities for their children with dis/abilities. 
Professional Power and Access to Inclusive Education  
Research has examined how families of children with dis/abilities experience federal 
policies and school administrators as constricting their rights as families. For example, 
researchers Waitoller and Pazey (2016) exposed the tensions at the intersection of high-stakes 
accountability assessment and the rights of a family of a child with dis/ability. A case study  
is presented involving a family of color to illustrate how the interaction between school 
professionals and the family of a student with a dis/ability revealed opposing agendas and 
perspectives. The authors argued that while federal policies require the development of 
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accountability systems in schools, “IDEA gives control to local school multidisciplinary teams, 
including families of children with dis/abilities, to make individualized decisions about what 
students should learn, what services should be provided, and how students’ progress should be 
measured” (p. 1). These opposing notions not only fuel struggles between school professionals 
and families, but also highlight families’ struggles for the right to representation in key 
educational decisions that affect the lives of their children (Weber, 2013). Waitoller and Pazey 
(2016) showed that when parents’ requests do not align with the school’s policies, parents may 
be subject to implicit or explicit means of coercion by educational professionals. This rejection 
of parents’ interests aligns with Delgado-Gaitán’s (1991) claim that certain “families may 
encounter exclusionary behaviors within the school context if they lack appropriate sociocultural 
knowledge” (p. 21). I propose this case study also shows how injustices are intersectionally 
constructed by representing a minoritized family’s interests and concerns “positioned against a 
Eurocentric norm” (Souto-Manning & Rabadi-Raol, 2018, p. 206) 
Similarly, other research has highlighted the tensions between school professionals and 
families from diverse backgrounds (Cho & Gannotti, 2005) to reveal that Western expectations 
of working together may be inconsistent or collide with the cultural belief systems of some 
families (Harry, 2008; Kalyanpur et al., 2000). Moreover, other studies have argued that schools 
fail to recognize observable differences in families’ educational skills, occupational and 
economic flexibility, social networks, and positions of power they bring to home-school 
encounters (Lareau & Shumar, 1996). Together, these studies examined how the discourses and 
practices of parent involvement intersect with the structured identities of families of children 
with dis/abilities. A singular understanding of family participation must be interrogated in order 
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to illuminate the ways families participate in schools informed by their race, class, gender, 
culture, and values.  
The research of Lalvani (2012) argued that power relations must be acknowledged as 
family participation in schools is an issue of power, specifically how this power is not equally 
distributed across social groups. The researcher studied 33 parents of children with dis/abilities 
from a range of ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Lalvani found that 
higher socioeconomic status (SES) children were being educated inclusively, while children of 
lower SES were all reportedly being educated in self-contained settings. Further, Lalvani found 
that families of higher SES believed their participation was essential in securing their child’s 
placement within inclusive classrooms. In contrast, the lower SES families reported negotiating 
access was difficult, and although they had questioned recommendations about placements, these 
families reported they were unsuccessful in having their concerns addressed. As a whole, 
Lalvani’s (2012) work highlighted the experiences of lower SES families of children with 
disabilities and their dissatisfaction and frustration about educational discourses and practices, 
related to services, labels, or placement. The researcher strengthened her argument by saying 
“special education discourses and practices are entrenched in a deficit-based model and in 
implicit educational ideologies that sanction segregated education for many children with 
dis/abilities” (p. 474). A similar theme was found in other studies that argued that these 
educational ideologies and practices are deeply rooted in hegemonic discourses that 
conceptualize special education as a place rather than as the delivery of educational services 
(Connor & Ferri, 2007). This conception promotes the practice of educating children with 
dis/abilities separately with limited access to equitable educational opportunities (Linton, 1998), 
particularly those families from low socioeconomic status. Lalvani (2012) called educators to 
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scrutinize the ways in which professional knowledge is privileged over families’ vision for their 
children’s education. It is important to understand how dis/ability is “intersectionally constructed 
within dominant sociohistorical discourse and practices in U.S. schools that stem from legacies 
of oppression and injustice” (Hernández-Saca et al., 2018, p. 304). More research is needed to 
explore what is meaningful or valued by individual families of children with dis/abilities at the 
intersection of school practices and structured identities informed by families’ race, class, 
gender, culture, and values. This is important because research on families’ perspectives can 
show families’ interpretations of dis/ability as socially and culturally situated and how these 
families’ experiences may be connected to their participation in educational planning.  
Alternatively, the research of Ong-Dean et al. (2011) found that “parents, not just 
schools, have power, but only if they possess relatively exclusive resources, particularly those 
associated with middle-to-upper class backgrounds” (p. 395). By virtue of their ability to 
navigate complex legal and scientific discourses that are seen as guarantees of fairness in special 
education, these middle-class families are able to secure resources for their children through 
special education. These “benefits for parents of privileged backgrounds are hidden and justified 
as legal rights and via scientific objectivity as a way to obscure their socially biased nature”  
(p. 400). In these cases, the identification of dis/abilities is associated with privilege, given the 
families’ financial and educational resources, particularly White middle-class students who have 
been found in various cases to be overrepresented within categories of learning disabilities, 
ADHD, and Autism. The authors argued that while the “medical model of disability may 
disadvantage particular children with disabilities in some respects, these educational practices 
and policies tend to provide greater benefits to children from privileged backgrounds” (p. 393). 
These families who have attained status, power, and economic resources gain public education as 
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a way to gain access to special programs or inclusive settings, ultimately in classrooms separate 
from children of color.  
The Role of Stigma in Family Experiences 
Research has shown that the special education designation is experienced as stigmatizing 
and resisted by families based on a family’s distinctive definitions, beliefs, and perspectives 
about dis/ability (Green et al., 2005). In this section, the experiences and concerns of families are 
centered, calling on families’ narratives as a way to honor and support families’ cultures, 
knowledge, and emerging identities. 
Lalvani (2015) studied families from a wide range of ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and 
socioeconomic backgrounds and argued that family’s perceptions of stigmatization are directly 
connected to their conversations with school professionals. Lalvani explained that families are 
more apt to locate dis/ability not solely in their children, but also as embedded in the contexts of 
educational discourses and practices that emphasize dis/ability as a deficit. In this study, teachers 
held beliefs that were consistent with dominant cultural narratives or “master narratives about the 
lives of parents characterized by burden, grief, and inordinate level of stress” (p. 386). These 
‘master narratives’ described the dominant constructions or storylines that are assumed to be the 
normative experience and culturally reproduced (Andrews, 2004). For example, many teachers 
held beliefs about the negative life experience among families of children with dis/abilities as 
grieving the loss of a normal child and therefore described families as special, courageous, or 
deserving of admiration. In contrast, families’ narratives emphatically rejected notions of grief, 
burden, and suffering as characteristics of their families’ lived experiences. Most parents 
positioned themselves as having typical families and lives. Lalvani (2015) argued that through 
these master narratives or myths, “hegemonic beliefs about the otherness of these families were 
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upheld” (p. 390). In fact, teachers failed to consider that for parents, stress might be experienced 
as a result of their efforts at resisting negative assumptions or from their advocacy for education 
equality for their children. This study showed families’ interpretations of dis/ability in direct 
contrast to teachers’ interpretations of dis/ability. Intersectionality can help us understand the 
layered and multidimensional nature of injustices to examine the experiences of these Latinx 
mothers as constructed at the intersection of race, class, gender, and notions of dis/ability 
(Hernández-Saca et al., 2018). This tells us that a conceptual shift is needed in the ways in  
which educators conceptualize dis/ability. While most professionals view labels as guides in 
understanding the needs of individual students, minoritized families view these dis/ability labels 
as restrictive (Lalvani, 2015). A key theme in families’ reactions to specific labels was their 
concern of how these are linked with stigma or lowered academic expectations of their children. 
These families of children with dis/abilities resisted deficit-based discourses and practices that 
reify notions of dis/ability by suggesting some children are biologically inferior and this limits 
their capacity to learn (Goodwin et al., 2008).  
Loukisas and Papoudi (2016) showed the experiences of five mothers, middle-class 
professionals of Greek origin, as the families of children on the Autism Spectrum. The authors 
highlighted the voices of the mothers across online blogs that countered narratives of typical 
child development, education, and dis/ability. These mothers resisted “covert and overt school 
practices of acceptance and rejection of people with disabilities in the educational system and the 
attitudes and ignorance of some educators” that resulted in a mother’s perception of their child as 
being stigmatized as abnormal (p. 64). In this study, mothers described that they had to act as 
“practical scientists and co-therapists, taking an active role in educating and raising their 
children, finding a school and selecting appropriate interventions” (p. 64). Loukisas and Papoudi 
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described mothers’ struggle to obtain quality education and services, while faced with 
understaffing in schools, lack of funding, and high cost of private services. This research is 
important because it described families’ concerns in their own words, and their “narratives 
provide a view of autism both as a clinical category, and as a sociocultural phenomenon 
associated with educational and social challenges associated with stigma and rejection” (p. 75) 
that position their child as abnormal. Similarly, other research has shown the indirect enactment 
of stigma and the way it is experienced by children and their families can be a “downward spiral 
of felt separation, reduced self-worth, depression, and social isolation” (Green et al., 2005,  
p. 201).  
These studies informed my study because they highlighted and centered on the narratives 
of families of children with dis/abilities. Educational researchers must move beyond traditional 
and oppressive forms of research strategies that “superimpose researchers’ own perspectives of 
what is problematic and needs to be transformed, to move toward research methods that frame 
the concerns of participants in their own terms” (Souto-Manning, 2013, p. 201). Researchers 
Harlin and Souto-Manning (2009) offered critical narrative analysis, or CAN, and called teacher 
educators to recognize and understand Latino values and perspectives of familism and 
interdependence that underscore the importance of the family unit. Therefore, in my study, 
families’ narratives were used to (re)frame the discourse of parent involvement grounded in 
deficit perspectives in order to reveal families’ lived experiences in an effort to sustain families’ 
cultures, knowledge, and emerging identities within an urban school context.  
The Influence of Family Values in Family Participation in Schools 
In this section, research has shown the experiences of families of children with 
dis/abilities from their own perspectives, to explain that families do not experience the presence 
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of a child with a dis/ability in a homogeneous or negative manner (Ferguson, 2002; Lalvani, 
2011). These studies found that the meaning given to dis/ability by the family is connected to 
their subsequent participation inside and outside of school (Trainor, 2010).  
Cobb (2014) found culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) parents face a variety of 
barriers that hinder their involvement in special education, including divergent perspectives, 
power imbalances, and knowledge of systemic processes and/or rights. This is important because 
CLD parents’ perceptions or views, described as beliefs and values, have an impact on their 
interactions with school personnel, and influence how parents participate in systematic processes 
and meetings (Cobb, 2014). Auerbach (2007) asked, “How do marginalized parents construct 
their role in promoting their children’s access to educational opportunity?” (p. 250). Researchers 
found that families’ experiences within schools are grounded in their personal beliefs, goals, 
cultural values, and practices and often revealed that parents employ nontraditional strategies 
that are often invisible to schools (Mehan et al., 1996).  
The research of Zechella and Raval (2016) revealed the experiences of families of 
children with dis/abilities as grounded in their culture, beliefs, and values. The researchers 
provided a comprehensive view of families by examining the experiences of parenting children 
with intellectual and developmental dis/abilities in Asian Indian families in the United States. 
Zechella and Raval explained that families gave descriptions of their experiences as embedded in 
their religion (Hindu) and cultural values. Informed by their principles and beliefs, these families 
came to identify the cause of dis/abilities, and this was important as it guided their choice of 
treatment over time. In particular, each parent’s coping strategies, social supports, and gender 
emerged as significant factors in allowing for their acceptance of their child’s disability. The 
research of Zechella and Raval is important in revealing families as having to “change and re-
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prioritize their expectations for their children, expressing their primary goal as preparing their 
child to be independent and learn about the Indian culture to the best of their abilities” (p. 1304). 
Moreover, challenging other research that emphasizes family stress and depression, Zechella and 
Raval showed disability as affecting families in unique ways, allowing for “personal acceptance 
of the disability and discovering a larger purpose in life” (p. 1300).  
Mouzorurou et al. (2011) offered research that showed the “individual and collective 
strengths within a family system through the continuous process of negotiating life in real time 
with a child with a disability” (p. 694). By using extended narrative accounts from a 
multigenerational Cypriot family with a young child with Autism, the researchers were able to 
capture the full range of details of daily life and family routine to illuminate aspects of having a 
child with a disability, and to better understand the complexity of this family’s lived experiences. 
This research revealed family members’ rich narratives of understanding and accepting their 
child’s differences, and these offered opportunities to rethink the interplay between disability and 
family. For example, the family embraced decision making as a collective process, and all family 
members made accommodations to include the child with a disability in daily activities. In this 
way, the mother described the family as in an ongoing process to understand and help their child 
with a disability. The identity of each sibling was shaped by the way each understood their 
brother and his disability, Autism.  
These studies showed that the usual “badges of dis/ability, race, gender, among other 
differences, do not fully explain the experiences of children with dis/abilities” and their families 
at their intersections (Hernández-Saca et al., 2018, p. 304). In fact, the “traditional canon of 
special education has failed to take advantage of the intersectionality framework, given that they 
do not recognize social identity markers” (p. 306). Therefore, my research study examined the 
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oppressive ideologies that structure the experiences of children with dis/abilities and their 
families. I examined how educational contexts, such as special education processes, determine 
who and how one counts as a person and who has symbolic, cultural, social, and economic 
capital and legitimacy (Bourdieu, 1986). 
Families’ Use of Social and Cultural Capital in Gaining Access  
to Educational Opportunities 
 
Auerbach (2007) argued for a new understanding of the families’ role that more clearly 
represents their role within a system, that “reflects parents’ contrasting social and cultural 
locations, biographies and perceptions of, as well as relations with, their children and the school” 
(p. 250). Traditionally, research about family-school partnerships based on traditional notions of 
family participation has assumed a unified view and “parent involvement is treated as a social 
fact on neutral terrain rather than as constructed on the contested terrain of schooling” (p. 251). 
These partnership models fail to acknowledge the ways families’ roles in education and home-
school relations are a reflection of broader social inequalities, organized hierarchically, that work 
as cultural divides that affect students (Delgado-Gaitán, 1994; Fine, 1993). The unequal 
distribution of economic, human, cultural, and social capital, and the way schools devalue the 
resources of lower SES families, constrain families’ participation and relations within schools 
(Lareau, 1989; Lareau & Horvat, 1999).  
Other research has examined the way families of children with dis/abilities become 
involved by using social networks as social leverage to advocate for their children’s special 
education programming and intervention. Mercado et al. (2020) described the cultural values of 
familism and family member support as mitigating the symptoms of anxiety and depression 
among Latinx families and caregivers of children identified with neurodevelopmental disorders 
(i.e., autism spectrum). These Latinx families described that their social support networks were 
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mostly composed of family members, and this limited the support they requested from others 
within schools.   
Munn-Joseph and Gavin-Evans (2008) explored how three mothers, of low 
socioeconomic status and of color living in the Midwest, relied on family members or close 
neighbors for guidance in their parenting and education decision making. These mothers also 
called on institutional networks and resources such as hospitals, court systems, social service 
centers, and other agencies to seek information and assistance with parenting and other concerns. 
Munn-Joseph and Gavin-Evans explained that family agency is fueled by the activation of social 
capital; in this study, mothers had access to social networks where membership allowed them 
access to resources they felt were important. Munn-Joseph and Gavin-Evans challenged the 
assumption that all families from low socioeconomic backgrounds are the same in their actions, 
desires, expectations, and access and activation of resources. Although school professionals 
described families of low socioeconomic backgrounds as hard to reach, perhaps the school was 
not offering what they wanted or needed, thus forcing them to seek additional alliances and 
supports (Nakagawa, 2000). In this study, these mothers came to understand themselves and their 
interests set against those of the school and, therefore, employed strategies that were unique to 
their family. This research is important as Munn-Joseph and Gavin-Evans (2008) brought to 
view the way families of children with dis/abilities, described as of low socioeconomic status 
and of color, participated in schools by calling on a variety of social and institutional 
professionals inside and outside the school. These mothers understood these actions were 
necessary in order to get the advice and resources they needed to improve situations in their  
lives as they arose.  
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Trainor (2010) examined the social and cultural resources used by families who received 
special education services in a large Midwestern school district in the United States serving a 
population of families from Latino, Hmong, international, African American, and Native 
American Indian backgrounds. Families’ perceptions of their role varied within and across 
groups based on race or ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and dis/ability category of children 
served (Trainor, 2010). Trainor identified two types of advocacy utilized by these families:  
(a) cultural capital as having access to technical information, such as knowledge of IEP 
processes and parents’ rights, and (b) ‘social capital’ as having access to relationships and 
connections between people, such as extended family, other families with children with 
dis/abilities, school teachers, and dis/ability service providers and administrators. Although this 
research found all families focused on their efforts to advocate on behalf of their children to 
address individualized preferences, strengths, and needs, most notably, Trainor found families of 
higher socioeconomic backgrounds employed a larger array of both social and capital resources, 
particularly technical information regarding IDEA legislation and its implementation. This 
research showed that as families gathered more expertise, defined as both social and cultural 
capital, they were able to advocate in ways that resulted in success. In contrast, Trainor (2010) 
found that across racial and ethnic groups, families who were of low socioeconomic status relied 
heavily on their own lived experiences and knowledge of their child as a distinct individual. 
These families, also of color, were reluctant to use advocacy to negotiate disability categories as 
they questioned the accuracy and/or usefulness of dis/ability labels and approaches, such as 
medication to solve their children’s learning difficulties (Trainor, 2010). Although these 
distinctions in advocacy showed the different ways families come to be involved in their 
children’s education, it also exposed that an educational system where services and educational 
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opportunities for children with dis/abilities are available only to those whose families are 
effective in advocating in particular ways is problematic (Trainor, 2010). Therefore, research is 
needed to interrogate practices and systems where populations with the most capital are able to 
gain access to educational opportunities for their child.  
Together, these studies ignored existing research that highlighted and documented the 
participation of individual families from marginalized populations by using a full ethnographic 
case examination that highlighted the role of individual agency or action (Atkins et al., 2005) in 
challenging current school structures that continue to prevent equal opportunity in schools for 
children with dis/abilities in the United States. This research can “challenge hypocrisies 
embedded in traditional hegemonic forms of parent involvement, to interrupt the deficit-based 
research” that labels minoritized families as deficit and inferior (Fennimore, 2017, p. 160).  
Collaboration and Communication between School and Families 
Taking a wide view of the educational context, much has been written about parent 
involvement, and the literature has indicated that family-school collaboration enriches learning 
(Cox, 2005). Researchers has also drawn attention to the roots of parent involvement in research, 
policy, and legislation (Osher & Osher, 2002; Trainor, 2010). While parent involvement is 
widely recognized as an important dimension in education, more recently researchers have 
focused on the way families that are culturally and linguistically diverse face a variety of barriers 
that hinder the potential for collaboration. Dedicated to exploring how families of children with 
dis/abilities are positioned in educational contexts, Cobb (2014) examined the perspectives and 
experiences of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) families as they navigated their way 
through the complex systemic networks of special education. Similarly, other research has 
examined the communication between special education professionals and culturally and 
 
61 
linguistically diverse (CLD) families of children with dis/abilities to show discriminatory 
assumptions and unequal opportunities for families from marginalized populations (Harry, 
2008). As a group, these studies exposed cross-cultural tensions, assumptions of family deficit, 
and professionals who are unaware of their own biases and how these factors constrain the 
collaboration between families of children with dis/abilities and school professionals. Therefore, 
when we look at the research that is grounded in traditional notions of parent involvement (as 
described in Chapter 1), communication is defined as scripted or formatted towards agreement in 
ways that privilege and potentially impose school professional recommendations.   
In contrast, other research has framed professionals and families as working together, 
grounded in a wide range of definitions to describe these interactions as communication and 
collaboration. When we review research that is grounded in the concept of family-school 
partnerships, it leads to studies that call for other frames that can promote communication 
moving towards a two-way exchange between families and schools. This definition of 
communications is important because it recognizes that relationships can be forged only when 
families’ participation connects with their unique histories and experiences in and outside the 
school community (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012). Other researchers have agreed that more 
studies are needed to examine both family relationships with school professionals and family 
participation in the community (Childre & Chambers, 2005; Shurr & Holingshead, 2017).  
A body of research has found that culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) families’ 
describe their communication with school professionals as barriers to collaboration, given issues 
around language miscommunication and time constraints. Further, other research has 
documented a mismatch between the backgrounds of special educators and CLD families as 
impacting communication. For example, studies have shown that CLD families of children with 
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dis/abilities have expressed dissatisfaction with services such as translation at conferences  
(Park et al., 2001). Similarly, Monzó (2005) revealed that Latino families did not understand 
information and procedures provided by school professionals, and some were reluctant to ask the 
school for assistance and/or opposed school decisions regarding special education programs. 
Also, Marion (1981) found low-income African American families emphasized school 
personnel’s insensitivity to the need for logistical supports, such as appropriate scheduling of 
conferences, childcare, and transportation as well as their negative assumptions about family 
differences represented as deficits. Butera (2005) described a family of mixed European and 
African American heritage in Appalachia and school professionals to reveal strained relations on 
the matter of timelines. Butera explained, “Interviews with school professionals about their 
collaboration with Cassie’s family are replete with stories of the difficulties they have had 
finding time to communicate” (p. 111). Time availability was described as a barrier to 
communication if the school required CLD families of children with dis/abilities to meet at 
certain times that did not coincide with families’ time availability. These diverging perspectives 
can also be understood as a mismatch between the backgrounds of CLD families and special 
educators who impact communication. For instance, Rueda et al. (2005) examined Latina 
mothers of young adults with dis/abilities and found culturally based variations in family 
attitudes, beliefs, and meanings of transition into adulthood. Family views differed from those of 
school professionals in relation to basic life skills and social adaptation, the importance of the 
mothers’ role and expertise in decision making, and the dangers of the outside world. Rueda et 
al. (2005) emphasized that most significant was “a lack of shared perspective between mothers 
and the system designed to help them and their children” (p. 411).  
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Together, these studies focused on the experiences of CLD families of children with 
dis/abilities to show the ways school professionals hold deficit views of the perspectives and 
actions of these families. For my study, the mismatch of the backgrounds of professionals and 
families of children with dis/abilities can be understood as a barrier to communication that, in 
fact, fosters an atmosphere of parental exclusion (Cobb, 2014).   
Family-School Relations as Benefiting from Scripted Communication  
The research of Lendrum et al. (2015) offered ‘structured conversations with parents’ 
(SCPs) as a strategy to develop positive home-school relationships, highlighting respect, trust, 
and open communication between families and professionals. These researchers argued that 
school professionals can become skilled in a variety of communication techniques that enable 
them to work effectively with families of children with dis/abilities. This strategy is held as 
important as families often believe that their views are not considered important, and so these 
family perspectives can work to perpetuate a cycle of non-engagement. Lendrum et al. (2015) 
argued that the guide to SCPs helped to change teacher-parent relationships and allowed school-
home partnerships to develop. This format is problematic as it highlights scripted interactions 
focused on gaining information to improve student achievement in the classroom and does not 
solicit families’ ideas or concerns. In fact, these structured conversations (SCPs) can work to 
restrict professionals from framing other questions that draw on families’ funds of knowledge 
(Moll et al., 1992) to expand their understanding of the family, thereby leading to other practices 
with families. 
Similarly, other researchers have argued that teachers must examine their position 
relative to families and place value on the knowledge families bring as equal to their specialized 
knowledge (Harry et al., 1999). Valuing family knowledge can mean school professionals define 
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communication in ways that recognize families and their children as having rich cultural and 
linguistic assets. The research of Garcia and Wei (2014) can be used to unpack and reposition 
families from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds as assets that can bridge the 
communication between families and schools. These authors explained translanguaging as “an 
approach that considers the language practices of bilinguals not as two autonomous language 
systems, but as one linguistic repertoire with features that have been societally constructed as 
being two separate languages” (p. 2). These researchers explained that translanguaging in 
education refers to using one language to reinforce the other in order to increase understanding 
and augment the person’s activity in both languages. This perspective challenges the way 
multilingualism “is rendered problematic by school systems that insist on monolingualism in the 
dominant language as the only acceptable goal of education” (Garcia & Wei, 2014, p. 157).  
Researchers Souto-Manning and Rabadi-Raol (2018) contended that multilingualism is 
often framed as a deficit for students of color and their families. They argued, “Children and 
families who are members of the global majority are often positioned as lagging behind, instead 
of being positioned by the assets they have, their translanguaging practices and multilingual 
repertoires” (p. 216). Similarly, Vogel and Garcia (2017) offered translanguaging as an approach 
to language pedagogy that affirms and leverages students’ diverse and dynamic language 
practices in teaching and learning. Together, these researchers called on school practices that 
center families by “engaging identifying, supporting, leveraging, and sustaining such cultural and 
linguistic assets, thereby unleashing their power and potential” (Souto-Manning & Rabadi-Raol, 
2018, p. 217). 
Epstein (1995) proposed a framework of family participation focused on communicating, 
parenting, volunteering, learning at home, and participating in decisions. The researcher argued 
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that families want to know how they can help their child at home, seek equal access to a good 
education, and want to receive individual attention from caring teachers. Epstein described that 
these concerns and goals represent what all families want, and by listening to families of 
children, schools can build programs of partnership, not contests for power. However, this 
framework is understood as demanding certain kinds of participation and pushing families 
towards agreement and communication that is sanctioned by schools as a way of helping families 
conduct the activities that will benefit their children. Instead, research is needed that interrogates 
these traditional parent involvement frames that define family-school communication in ways 
that leave out the voices of minoritized families to describe how they experience these school 
structures and navigate school-based inequities.  
Problematizing prevailing family involvement paradigms, Souto-Manning and Swick 
(2006) believed both teachers’ and families’ sociocultural backgrounds have an impact on how 
notions of family involvement are constructed—for example, paradigms that focus on the rituals 
that call families to be involved in one’s child’s school. Adopting a cultural deficit stance 
(Fennimore, 2017), school professionals fail to value children and their families’ rich knowledge 
and sociocultural backgrounds as well as the valuable and legitimate interaction patterns of many 
families—for example, where parents and grandparents share stories through oral histories 
(Gonzalez-Mena, 1994). Hence, Souto-Manning and Swick (2006) called for a family 
participation paradigm that emphasizes the existing power of families, depicting the multitude of 
possibilities in which families may be involved in their children’s lives. This perspective 
includes the many threads, many cultures, and values of each child and family for what they add 
to the educational fabric. With this in mind, Souto-Manning and Swick offered positive beliefs 
and delineated strategies for developing nurturing relations between families and schools. First, 
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they encouraged school professionals to identify child and family strengths and integrate these as 
the focus of their involvement with families. This means observing and becoming a learner as a 
way to celebrate the multiple cultural backgrounds and multiple languages of families. Second, 
the authors called on professionals to recognize multiple venues and formats for participation, 
understanding there is no one participation model that works for every family. Third, the authors 
proposed taking a lifelong learning approach in which school professionals learn alongside 
children and families, making themselves vulnerable and being responsive to the multiple ideas 
and contributions of families. Souto-Manning and Swick drew on Austin’s (2000) definition of 
true collaboration that values each partner and “involves an exchange of value among the 
participants...the four dimensions of the basic collaborative framework are value definition, 
value creation, value balance, and value renewal” (p. 87). Realizing the importance of 
problematizing (Freire, 1970) the status quo, or the institutional value of parent involvement, 
Souto-Manning and Swick (2006) called us to consider how families and teachers may create 
value for one another, how to keep a two-way balance in the exchange of values, and what can 
be done to preserve and enrich the partnership’s value, once it is collaboratively created. This 
reciprocity requires respect and appreciation for a multiplicity of perspectives, and research has 
showed that the best collaborations were co-constructed in conversations and collaborations, 
through looking closely and listening carefully (Mills et al., 2004). This process of 
problematizing existing definitions and paradigms of parent involvement and engaging in 
problem solving embodies a true democratic process (Freire, 1970).  
Other qualitative research has documented families’ awareness of inequities; however, 
researchers described how when families voice their concerns, they experience “dismissive 
events” and “moments of exclusion” (Lareau & Horvat, 1999, p. 38). While Lee et al. (2013) 
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also found that schools neglected to consider family voices and perspectives, her research also 
showed the ways in which families took on roles in support of their children with dis/abilities 
that extended outside the borders of what the school considered to be involvement. Dyrness 
(2011) confirmed these findings, stating, “Parents who have experienced marginalization 
because of race, social class, language, or immigrant status have a rich critique of the structures 
of inequality that disadvantage their child” (p. 36). However, these families of children with 
dis/abilities are seldom invited to express or act on these concerns.   
Using Narrative to Move Communication towards a Two-way Dialogue   
Researchers have argued that professionals can gain an authentic understanding of 
families’ perspectives by learning the reasons or processes by which families come to these 
views. Lynch and Hanson (2004) used the term “cross cultural competence,” defined as “the 
ability to think, feel, and act in ways that acknowledge, respect and build upon ethnic, 
sociocultural, and linguistic diversity” (p. 50). From this perspective, research can privilege 
families’ views, beliefs, and ideas about their experiences with both professionals and special 
education processes. 
Lai and Ishiyama (2004) and Rueda et al. (2005) conducted research focused on 
preparing school professionals to collaborate with families by using culturally responsive 
practices as an approach to foster deeper forms of parental inclusion in the special education 
arena. These researchers argued that when school professionals actively listen to family 
perspectives and then take those perspectives into account as they conduct assessments and 
meetings, they can act in ways that are culturally responsive. However, more research is needed 
to identify and examine contexts where school professionals have successfully worked to foster 
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rich forms of parental inclusion to illustrate the different ways in which school professionals can 
come to value, understand, and integrate families in decision-making processes.  
Naraian (2017) described that teachers preparing to develop “caring inclusive 
communities struggled to take an open stance to be transformed by families’ experiential 
knowledge” and, therefore, “families of students remained peripheral to that process” (p. 10). 
Teachers were eager to invite family perspectives, but less able to use that to bring about 
fundamental shifts in their own thinking. Teacher narratives and data from families collected 
showed the distance at which families were held, as teachers also struggled to meet schools’ 
practices and mandates in developing inclusive learning environments. According to Naraian 
(2017), “the widely circulating narrative of family-school relations is premised on understanding 
family experiences and schooling priorities as separate, discrete elements that may be brought 
together in the interests of the student, though they can also collide” (p. 95). 
Valle (2011) examined what we know about the experiences of parents in the special 
education system, in particular, families of children with learning dis/abilities since the passage 
of P.L. 94-142. This work can direct future research by privileging families’ views, beliefs, and 
ideas about their experiences with both professionals and special education processes. Valle 
offered a review of special education literature about family and professional collaboration as a 
“rationale for relying upon a plurality of methodological frameworks in conducting research with 
parents of children with LD and a challenge to the profession to raise and respond to ethical 
questions about our naturalized practices in alliance with parents” (p. 183). Valle’s (2011), 
whose research was grounded in disability studies in education (DSE), argued that research 
objectivity and neutrality are fundamentally elusive goals because all researchers view the world 
from someplace in it, a place constructed by a researcher’s particular values, culture, and life 
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experiences. Therefore, Valle explained that rather than attempting scientific objectivity as a 
researcher, she chose instead to reflect mindfully on her inherent subjectivity and make 
transparent its influence on her work (Peskhkin, 1988). Valle (2011) explained that she relied on 
narrative to investigate what families of children with dis/abilities have to tell us about special 
education rather than studying what she thinks she needs to know about them. Special education 
research leaves the efficacy of the system unexamined and its consequences in the lives of 
families silenced. For my research study, family narratives can document how minoritized 
families of children with dis/abilities experience professional dominance, as expert terminology 
and deficit perspectives, to show how families come to perceive their knowledge as not valued.  
Skinner et al. (1999) argued that professionals must listen to the meanings of family 
narratives because “practitioners can more fully understand what lies behind the decisions 
parents make and the actions they take” (p. 493). These narratives are important because they 
allow families of children with dis/abilities to start from their own experiences and move towards 
understandings of self, grounded in their cultural beliefs. These narratives become a crucial 
means whereby individuals construct agency and ability to act (Holland et al., 1998). For 
example, Mousourou et al. (2011) showed narratives as a way to chronicle key events and 
personal understanding as coming from critical events. In this study, a mother of a child with a 
diagnosis of Autism narrated her interactions with professionals as negative, leading her family 
to begin a special diet for her son while resisting the recommendations of school professionals.  
Recent research also analyzed family perspectives and experiences to show the 
emergence of family self-advocacy and self-determination characteristics embedded in multiple 
cultural and socioeconomic contexts. Researchers have documented family competencies to push 
against school professionals for their children during special education processes. Harry et al. 
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(2005) drew on 272 audiotaped interviews and observations of family-school meetings, to 
document rudeness, sarcasm, deficit language, and unethical treatment on the part of school 
professionals. As families experienced tension and resistance, they were transformed and 
advocated on behalf of their children. Similarly, Dyrness (2011) documented ways in which 
Latin mothers transformed critique of exclusionary school practices into catalyst for change. 
These mothers transcended tension and resistance to call public attention to “exclusionary terms, 
practices and politics” in order to initiate a process of dialogue (p. 51). These families who 
organized for change experienced personal growth and were able to begin to change institutional 
scripts that considered them to be uninvolved and deficient. Fennimore (2017) documented the 
ways in which minoritized families exposed and challenged education inequalities and deficit 
scripts in public schools. In turn, her work also showed how schools resist families’ efforts. The 
researcher argued that the study of family advocates holds promise for research to interrupt 
educational inequities.  
This literature review showed the experiences of families as they navigate both school 
and special education processes in order to portray the journey and communicative processes of 
minoritized families of children with dis/abilities from culturally and linguistically different 
backgrounds and of low socioeconomic status. These studies showed how the discourse of 
parent involvement is socially, historically, culturally, and racially constructed and defined by 
policy and school professionals, a process rooted in White, middle-class, social and cultural 
values (Goodwin et al., 2008). Also, studies showed how the practice of special education tells 
families how they are expected to participate in school processes, constructing particular 
definitions of parenthood, dis/ability, and communication. In effect, the research positions school 
professionals as having authority and the experiences and identities of minoritized families of 
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children with dis/abilities as inferior. Consequently, families come to understand that 
professional knowledge is privileged over families’ vision for their children’s education, and IEP 
meetings become sites where families struggle for the right to representation in key educational 
decisions that affect the lives of their children. These families’ perceptions are important because 
they have an impact on their communication with school professionals and influence how 
families of children with dis/abilities participate in school and special education processes 
(Cobb, 2014).  
In contrast, other studies provided a close examination of how families of children with 
dis/abilities navigate school and special education processes to show how families’ experiences 
are grounded in their personal beliefs, goals, cultural values, and family practices. This research 
revealed that families employ nontraditional strategies that are often invisible to schools and 
showed how individual families of children with dis/abilities resist deficit-based discourses and 
practices that reify notions of dis/ability. Moreover, it argued that the usual “badges of 
dis/ability, race, gender, among other differences, do not fully explain the experiences of 
children with dis/abilities” and their families at their intersections (Hernández-Saca et al., 2018, 
p. 304). Highlighting the experiences of individual families, studies have shown minoritized 
families experienced barriers to communication, given language miscommunication and time 
constraints, and families described these experiences as linked to the practice of educating 
children with dis/abilities separately, with limited access to equitable educational opportunities 
(Linton, 1998). Other researchers explained how the unequal distribution of economic, human, 
cultural, and social capital devalues the resources of lower SES families and constrains families’ 
participation and relations within schools (Lareau, 1989; Lareau & Horvat, 1999). Consequently, 
some families of children with dis/abilities of low socioeconomic status and of color come to 
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participate in schools by calling on a variety of social and institutional professionals, inside and 
outside the school (Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008). Other research has documented a 
mismatch between the backgrounds of special educators and minoritized families of children 
with dis/abilities as impacting communication between families and school professionals. Souto-
Manning and Rabadi-Raol (2018) contended that multilingualism is often framed as a deficit for 
students of color and their families. This framework is understood as demanding certain kinds of 
participation, pushing minoritized families towards agreement and communication that are 
sanctioned by schools as a way of helping families conduct the activities that will benefit their 
children. Together, these studies argued that an educational system where services and 
educational opportunities for children with dis/abilities are available only to those whose families 
are effective in advocating in school-determined ways is problematic (Trainor, 2010). Instead, 
research is needed that interrogates these traditional parent involvement frames that define 
family-school communication in ways that leave out the voices of minoritized families, and how 
families described the way they experienced these school structures and pushed against school-
based inequities. This process of problematizing existing definitions and paradigms of parent 
involvement and engaging in problem solving embodies a true democratic process (Freire, 1970). 
Moving towards a two-way exchange of knowledge, Naraian (2017) described that 
teachers preparing to develop “caring inclusive communities struggled to take an open stance to 
be transformed by families’ experiential knowledge”; therefore, “families of students remained 
peripheral to that process” (p. 10). Highlighting family narratives as a way to move towards an 
equal exchange of knowledge, Fennimore (2017) documented the ways in which minoritized 
families exposed and challenged inequities and professional deficit perspectives in public 
schools to construct their own meanings of dis/ability and parenthood. Similarly, other research 
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documented ways in which Latin mothers transcended tension and resistance to call public 
attention to “exclusionary terms, practices and politics” in order to initiate a process of dialogue 
(Dyrness, 2011, p. 51).  
Consistent with the goals of these researchers to bring forth individual family voices, my 
research study drew on the narratives of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities to show 
how they experienced their communication with professionals around school and special 
education processes. Bernal (2002) offered critical raced-gendered epistemologies to allow the 
experiential knowledge of Latinx families to be viewed as a strength. This researcher built on a 
definition of epistemology as a system of knowing that is linked to worldviews based on 
conditions under which people live and learn and stands in contrast to the dominant Eurocentric 
epistemology. To rethink traditional notions of what counts as knowledge, critical raced-
gendered epistemologies acknowledge that the life experiences of persons are unique and 
individual, while at the same time both collective and connected (Bernal, 2002; Garcia & 
Mireles-Rios, 2020). Other scholars have theorized experiential knowledge as pedagogies of 
home as a way to embrace knowledges taught within the household; however, these teachings 
continue to go unrecognized by schools (Garcia & Delgado Bernal, 2020).  
By positioning critical raced-gendered epistemologies alongside school professionals, my 
study drew on Bakhtin’s (1986) dialogism to imagine school professionals taking positions of 
listening that can lead to acceptance of Latinx mothers’ knowledge of their children with 
dis/abilities. In turn, given this dialogical stance, Latinx mothers can experience school 
professionals as inviting and valuing their knowledge and lived experiences. Together, this 
reciprocal and responsive stance marks the center of dialogism and is best described as a process 
of understanding that can lead to a change in communication (Bakhtin, 1986) between families 
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of children with dis/abilities and school professionals. Latin scholars have long embraced this 
principal of dialogic discourse (Freire, 1970). Vásquez et al. (2013) showed consejos (advice) 
and sabiduría (wisdom) as a strength grounded in Latin values. These researchers embraced, 
being in dialogue, as grounded in “confianza (trust) and respeto (respect) that comes from the 
collective arms of community culture and familism” (Vásquez et al., 2013, p. 12; also see 
Valdéz, 1996). Extending the notion of being in dialogue, these reseachers offered the notion of 
un díalogo de saberes (knowledge exchange through dialogue) as a meeting of minds to 





RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of this research was to investigate how Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities come to understand their interactions with school professionals around school 
processes. I gained a better understanding of what is happening during these family-school 
encounters in order to discover the meaning Latinx mothers give to their communication with 
school professionals. I designed a qualitative study that uses pláticas (reciprocal exchanges), 
field notes, and artifacts to collect data. The purpose of this study was to explore the following 
questions:  
1. How do Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities experience their communication 
with school professionals during formalized family-school encounters, such as 
conferences with teachers and administrators and IEP meetings?  
a. What connections/tensions do Latinx mothers experience in relation to school-
identified goals and purposes?  
b. How do Latinx mothers construct their understanding of parenthood and 
dis/ability in these interactions? 
2. How do Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities perceive their agency in 
participating in school-related processes? 
a. How do Latinx mothers experience family-school encounters as instances of 
(un)equal influence between families and school professionals? 
In this chapter, I describe the context of the study and the research design. I discuss my 
positionality as a researcher, and I describe how the case study was methodologically grounded 
in narrative inquiry and pláticas (reciprocal exchange). The data collection methods are 
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described and are as follows: pláticas, field notes, and analysis of artifacts and documents. I 
explain the way piloting data collection tools informed my research design. I discuss participant 
selection and how the families who participated in this study met the criteria for the case study. I 
detail data analysis for both within-case analysis and cross-case analysis (Merriam, 1998).  
Qualitative Research as a Strategy and Rationale 
Qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world, and it 
was selected for this study because it privileges the local context and locates the researcher in the 
world (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The research questions were best addressed in a natural setting 
where all the complexity was found in the setting, and where multiple versions of reality were 
collected (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Qualitative methodology is also best suited to answer the 
research questions of this study because it is a fundamentally interpretive approach that can be 
used to examine actions, embracing both the social and physical settings as critical features that 
inform those actions (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Hence, qualitative research was used to 
understand how and why Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities take particular actions in 
the school context (Luttrell, 2009). This study captured Latinx mothers’ personal interpretations 
as emerging and evolving within a specific context over time.  
Qualitative research was also selected because it emphasizes the role of the researcher as 
being reflexive in knowing, doing, and telling, involved in knowing oneself and acknowledging 
one’s own background (Luttrell, 2009). As a professional working in this setting, I examined 
myself in relation to others to consider how my questions and methods shape the relationships 
between the researcher and the participant. Therefore, I reflected on my own biases and 
preferences while getting a feel for the local tensions or connections in this school context.  
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Qualitative methodology was selected over quantitative approaches because the 
limitations of quantitative are that an objective scientist, by coding the social world according to 
operational variables, destroys valuable data by imposing a limited worldview of the subjects 
(Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The lab and questionnaires have become artifacts, and by using 
experimental models, policymakers and practitioners are often unable to derive meaning and 
useful findings from experimental research techniques. In contrast, qualitative research is valued 
as a process that allows research that is co-constructed between the researcher and participant. 
Narrative inquiry as qualitative research allows the researcher to think in relation to participants 
by being attentive to thinking with stories in multiple ways: towards own stories, towards the 
other’s stories, towards all the narratives in which they are embedded as well as toward what 
begins to emerge in their shared lives and told stories (Clandinin, 2013).   
Narrative Inquiry to Study Experience  
Narrative inquiry was used as an interpretive paradigm to structure this qualitative 
research and was best suited to answer the research questions. Clandinin and Rosiek (2007) 
presented narrative inquiry as both methodology and phenomena. This means that narrative 
inquiry is both a way to study experience and a way to understand experience. Narrative inquiry 
is an “approach to the study of human lives conceived as a way of honoring the lived experience 
as a source of important knowledge and understanding” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 17). Connelly and 
Clandinin (2006) stated, “To use narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular view of 
experience as phenomenon under study” (p. 375). These researchers argued for the development 
and use of narrative inquiry, inspired by a view of human experience in which humans 
individually and socially live storied lives. In essence, narrative inquiry is the study of 
experience as story.  
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Clandinin and Connelly (2000) drew on Dewey’s (1938) theory of experience as the 
underpinning of narrative inquiry. Dewey’s two criteria for experience—interactions and 
continuity enacted in situations—provided the grounding for attending to a narrative conception 
of experience. Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding and inquiring into people’s experience 
through a process of “collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a place or 
series of places, and in social interaction with milieus” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 20). 
Therefore, thinking narratively is not about “generating a list of understandings achieved by 
analyzing stories, but rather thinking with them to understand the lives being lived” (Downey & 
Clandinin, 2010, p. 385). Thinking in this way highlights the shifting, changing, personal, and 
social nature of the phenomenon under study. At the epicenter, narrative inquiry requires 
thinking within the three commonplaces: temporality, sociality, and place. Attending to 
experience through attending to all three commonplaces simultaneously is what distinguishes 
narrative inquiry from other methodologies (Clandinin, 2013). This means that the researcher is 
exploring within the metaphorical three-dimensional space with participants (Clandinin, 2013). 
This way of inquiring and thinking allowed experiences to be valued as always being collectively 
constructed and always open to revision and change.  
In my role as researcher, I attended to the first commonplace of narrative inquiry, 
sociality, by simultaneously considering personal conditions and social conditions (Clandinin, 
2013). Personal conditions mean attending to the feelings, hopes and desires, aesthetic reactions, 
and moral dispositions of both the inquirer and participant (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). Social 
conditions refer to the conditions under which people’s experiences and events are unfolding. 




framed within this view of experience, the focus of narrative inquiry is not only on 
individuals’ experience but also on the social, cultural, and institutional narratives within 
which individuals’ experiences are constituted, shaped, and expressed and enacted. 
Narrative inquirers study the individual’s experience in the world, an experience that is 
storied both in the living and telling and that can be studied by the researcher by 
listening, observing, living alongside another and writing, and interpreting texts. (p. 42) 
 
This methodology was best suited for this study to answer the research questions because 
I sought to understand the ways families of children with dis/abilities made sense of their 
communication with school professionals about school processes in their school context. As a 
researcher and native to the school setting, I sought to listen, observe, and explore alongside 
families in school spaces to understand the stories families live and tell. I considered how these 
stories were the result of social influences on a person’s inner life, social influences of their 
environment, and their own personal history (Clandinin, 2013).  
I attended to the second dimension or commonplace of narrative inquiry, temporality, by 
examining temporal ways that point towards the past, present, and future of people, place, things, 
and events under study (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). From this perspective, experiences grow 
out of other experiences, and experiences lead to further experiences. As a narrative inquirer, this 
view of continuity has important implications for the way I think about inquiries. Inquiry is 
“within a stream of experiences that generates new relations that then becomes a part of future 
experience” (p. 41). As a researcher, I am both a character in and a teller of the stories 
constituted or created (Clandinin, 2013). I highlighted Latinx mothers’ understandings and 
meanings as changing continuously, given their communications with me and school 
professionals in context.  
A third dimension of narrative inquiry emphasizes place. Place is defined as “specific 
concrete, physical, and topological boundaries of place or sequences of places where the inquiry 
and events take place” (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 480). The key is to recognize that all 
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events take place some place. As a researcher, I think of the places I have lived and how these 
earlier places shaped who I am now and who I am becoming. I also think about how other places, 
such as school, have also shaped me. In my research, I thought about how schools have shaped 
individual families. Clandinin and Connelly (1995) used the metaphor “professional knowledge 
landscape” to describe the “complex historical, temporal, personal, professional, intellectual and 
moral qualities of schools” (p. 65). The classroom and out-of-the-classroom are defined as places 
that structure the landscape of schools. This means that the stories of families and the stories of 
teachers and school professionals are interconnected yet different. As these often differing stories 
meet on the “professional knowledge landscape” of schools, one of the ways to understand the 
tensions shaped is to imagine these as positive tensions that can allow for new stories to emerge 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1995). This commonplace helped me understand families as having 
school stories that often collide with the dominant stories of schools, and these are revealed 
during their interactions with professionals. 
Pláticas to Co-construct Knowledge 
Pláticas (Fierros & Delgado Bernal, 2016; Flores & Garcia, 2009) have been used as a 
methodological approach that “reflects Chicana-Latina feminist theories to recognize and to 
gather family and cultural knowledge through the communication of thoughts, memories, 
ambiguities and new interpretations” (González, 2001, p. 647). Instead of method as a step-by-
step process for gathering data, pláticas are different from interviews because they are reciprocal 
exchanges in which participants are co-creators in the production of knowledge and the research 
process. In my study, Latinx mothers were engaged in theory and knowledge production during 
pláticas (reciprocal exchanges). Ybarra (2018) argued that pláticas constitute a method that 
recognizes and values familial and cultural knowledge, and pláticando becomes the process of 
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drawing on that knowledge and making meaning across experiences. Moreover, as a Latinx 
researcher, my cultural intuition (Delgado Bernal, 2002) played a role, given my personal and 
professional experiences in examining the existing literature and the analytical research process. 
My experiences were grounded in community knowledge that was shared among family, kin, 
and friends, given our shared language, ethnicity, and history through modes of storytelling and 
scholarship. In addition, pláticas as a method has a relational principle that honors participants as 
co-constructors of knowledge. This means Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities were co-
constructors of the knowledge I carry. Together, we were consistently in conversation about how 
to navigate special education processes. In this manner, pláticas (reciprocal exchanges) has the 
potential to heal and becomes the way to draw on that knowledge and make meaning across 
experiences (Ybarra, 2018). This means that my study focused on an asset-based perspective that 
involves a healing and decolonization process in the production of knowledge (Garcia & 
Mireles-Rios, 2020).  
Pilot Study 
I used narrative inquiry both as a way to study experience and a way to understand 
experience. I conducted a pilot study to investigate the way teachers’ narratives position families 
of children with dis/abilities as involved or not involved in the activities within an urban school 
district. Through teacher narratives of their experiences with families of children with 
dis/abilities, individual perspectives emerged as fluid and shifting, depending on the event in 
which they interacted with the family. At times, the teacher described when she successfully 
connected with a family member. At other times, these narratives revealed teachers’ expectations 
of how families should talk and act during school processes (Ladson-Billings, 1999). In 
relationship with these participants, I uncovered multiple teacher concerns and perspectives that 
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were tied to context. Themes that I identified, such as families not supporting the teacher’s work 
and teachers as required to compensate for family deficiencies, in fact positioned families and 
teachers at polar ends. Teacher descriptions of their interactions with families of children with 
dis/abilities revealed that teachers held strong to beliefs about parenting and participation in the 
school context. These narratives revealed representations of families as deficient, inactive 
parents, and as needing to be fixed. It was also found that, although teachers witnessed occasions 
when a family shared their child’s dreams and spoke on behalf of their child, teachers continued 
to hold deficit perspectives of the minoritized families in that urban school district.  
This pilot study was valuable in showing how narrative inquiry can provide a 
representation of individuals’ beliefs and ideas as embedded in context. Detailed descriptions 
showed how participants made sense of their interactions with others they encountered during 
school processes. Narratives revealed how both dominant school discourses and individual 
experiences with others shaped personal beliefs. Bruner (1996) described perspective, discourse, 
and context as interrelated and a way to understand a person’s perception. Therefore, in this pilot 
study, I was able to explore and understand a participant’s perspective by uncovering the 
discourses she experienced in the school setting as well as the local conditions within which her 
stories were taking place. Also, these interviews and observations helped me understand myself 
as a researcher involved in analyzing and interpreting, while in relationship with the participant. 
Given these early encounters with participants in context, I found the strength and value of 
narrative inquiry as a way to uncover participant perspectives as tied to their lived experiences 
within schools. Although this pilot study focused on teachers as participants, my lived 
experiences as a mother of a child with a dis/ability led me to choose to use narrative inquiry as a 
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way to discover the experiences and stories of other families that may or may not be similar to 
my lived experience.  
As a researcher, narrative inquiry was selected as the best approach to address my 
research questions as they sought to understand the perceptions of families of children with 
dis/abilities of their communication with school professionals. Building on the scholarship on 
critical narrative analysis (CNA; Souto-Manning, 2014), narrative inquiry allowed me to enter 
into critical conversations with families in order to highlight their concerns. Also, narrative 
inquiry allowed my work “to sustain families’ cultures, knowledge and emerging identities in 
diverse urban educational contexts by listening, storying and seeing with families” (Caraballo & 
Souto-Manning, 2017, p. 556). My research contributes to the field as it will (re)frame and 
privilege Latinx mothers’ knowledge, and this allows mothers to take up and resist some of the 
dominant discourses of parent involvement that constrain their communication with school 
professionals around school and special education processes. In this manner, my research 
expands on the existing research on cultural relevance (Ladson-Billings, 1994) and cultural 
responsiveness (Gay, 2002) that calls researchers and educators to build on minoritized families’ 
resources within and beyond the school environment.  
Researcher’s Role 
Fontana and Frey (2005) argued that the researcher gains knowledge about themselves  
by bringing forth an autobiographical past as we try to understand those we study and our 
relationship to them. The process of conducting an interview emerged, from the start, as a 
process of reflexivity where, in trying to understand others, I began to understand myself in my 
role as researcher. Drawing on the work of Clandinin et al. (2006), I as a researcher lived by 
stories and lived in stories. This idea shaped my thinking because I came to consider the way I 
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think as interconnected stories in which I live. For instance, I live in familial stories and I live in 
cultural temporal stories that have shaped my culture. I also live within institutional stories of 
school, and these have profoundly shaped me. Children and families are in the midst of being 
shaped by their living in stories of school. Stories of school are powerful shapers of these stories 
we live in and by. I also live in personal stories. Okri (1997) explained that “one way or another 
we are living the stories planted in us early or along the way, or we are also living the stories we 
planted—knowing and unknowing—in ourselves” (p. 46). Maxine Greene (1995) reminded us of 
the shaping power of our early landscapes, what we know first. Clandinin (2013) argued that as 
we engage in narrative inquiry with ourselves and with our participants, we need to inquire into 
all these kinds of stories—stories that have become interwoven into who we are and are 
becoming.  
Clandinin (2013) described narrative inquiry as a relational methodology. This means the 
relationship between the researcher and the world; a temporal understanding of the relations 
between past, present, and future; the relations between person and place, the relations between 
events and feelings; and so on. Thinking relationally, then, is part of thinking narratively as a 
narrative inquirer. As a researcher, I came into relation with participants, and as an inquirer, I 
thought narratively about my experiences, about my participants’ experiences, and about those 
experiences that became visible as I came alongside these families of children with dis/abilities. 
As a narrative inquirer, I intentionally became part of families’ lives and they a part of mine. In 
this way, my life, and who I am and who I am becoming, was also under study.  
I came to this study with stories from my own biography and social contexts (Agee, 
2009). I am of Puerto Rican descent raised in suburban communities in the Midwest states of 
Kansas and Texas. My parents served as Protestant pastors, starting up local church 
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congregations alongside Latin families who worked on local farms and industries. From this 
early age, I began to take notice of the difference in economic resources and how these families 
shared stories of their daily lives that were starkly different from mine. These early experiences 
of taking notice of two cultures resulted in an interest in examining the unequal opportunities for 
children and families that appeared to be tied to their race, culture, class, and language. In my 
study, narrative inquiry and pláticas as a method allowed for an examination of self as a 
researcher, and this allowed me to take notice of my passion and excitement and insight that 
were tied to my own biographical stories in relation to the Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities. 
In my role as a researcher, I addressed entry and accessibility by taking notice of those 
elements of my identity or biography that affected this study. I considered my assumptions, prior 
observations, or associations that might influence the research and personal connections and 
histories that could be useful or, conversely, could be seen as harmful bias (Marshall & 
Rossman, 2011). These emotions, passions, and biases allowed entry into this research and, in 
fact, they were turned into research tools (Copp, 2008). In addressing ethical issues, I attended to 
my personal emotions to ensure that this study did not violate the participants’ privacy or disrupt 
their everyday life activities. Latinx mothers were not in danger or at risk, and the study did not 
violate human rights in any way.  
Research Design 
Research questions were created based on the literature reviewed and the interactions 
between families and professionals observed at my school worksite during the pilot study. I 
began to wonder what was happening between families of children with dis/abilities and school 
professionals during school-related processes. To explore this phenomenon, I referred to my 
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literature review for concepts as a way to identify initial themes to guide early data collection 
and analysis and to value the unstructured qualitative data (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). I 
connected these early themes to interview questions as a protocol, and these would provide an 
initial approach to analyzing the data. I expected to hear themes on the ways families experience 
interactions with school professionals during family-school encounters, and as having little 
power and authority over school processes. By taking notice of the stories I expected to hear, I 
brought to light my own experiences with families, both at an early age and as a professional 
working in an urban district alongside families of minoritized backgrounds. In this study, I aimed 
to capture details of both present-time interactions and the various contextual elements that 
influence those interactions (Gubrium & Holstein, 2009). Using qualitative methodology, I built 
a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of settings and interactions as complex circumstances that 
have not been explored in the literature. Given this exploration of Latinx mothers’ experiences 
and the meanings drawn from their interactions with school professionals, I was able to generate 
theory about families’ perspectives that was focused on social aspects and processes (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007). Hence, I used questions to, first, ask Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities 
to describe the tensions and connections they experience when communicating with school and 
special education professionals during family-school encounters. Second, I used questions to 
allow Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities to describe places or instances when they 
perceived they had (un)equal influence during meetings with school professionals around school 
and special education processes. These were fundamental steps in Latinx mothers reflecting on 
their individual perceptions and their own beliefs and concerns.  
The purpose of the study was to explore how Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities 
experience and derive meaning from their communication with school professionals during 
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formalized family-school encounters, such as teacher and administrative conferences and IEP 
meetings (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). The unit of analysis for this study is an individual family 
member of a child with a dis/ability—more specifically, the family member who attends the 
child’s IEP meeting. I made a strong attempt to select families from a range of socioeconomic 
backgrounds and from culturally and linguistically different ancestries. This inquiry helped to 
focus the decisions I made about the questions and the data to be collected for this study. The 
protocol questions selected were able to build rich descriptions of how families of children with 
dis/abilities made sense of their encounters with school and special education professionals in the 
high school setting.  
Setting and Population 
Site selection and sampling began with accessible sites, or convenience sampling 
(Marshall & Rossman, 2011). As a researcher, I identified those settings and participants who 
would have the greatest potential to yield data for this study. I met with Latinx mothers of 
children with dis/abilities in places they selected outside of the school. All mothers chose to meet 
in their home. Through narrative inquiry, I directed my inquiry about family-school engagement 
on the experiences of three mothers. I used qualitative methodology to understand on a local 
level how particular Latinx mothers experienced their communication with school and special 
education professionals and described the factors that helped or hindered them (Maxwell, 2005).  
This case study was conducted in my own high school setting where I work. As a native 
in this setting, the concerns associated with access were considered such as the expectations of 
the researcher based on familiarity with the setting and the people. In making the transition to 
researcher in this familiar setting, I considered the ethical issues and research validity concerns, 
such as the risk of uncovering damaging knowledge, and the struggles with closeness and closure 
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(Alvesson, 2003) in conducting research in the same high school where I work. As someone who 
is connected to this setting as a Child Study Team member and Learning Disabilities Teacher 
Consultant (LDT-C) in the high school, there is a danger that Latinx mothers may withhold 
information, fearing consequences for their child. I attempted to mitigate these risks by 
conveying to families that my research was driven by my own lived experiences, as a person of 
Puerto Rican descent and mother of a child identified with a dis/ability, who was navigating the 
special education system on behalf of my daughter in a neighboring district. Nonetheless, sharing 
this information could have also compromised my research as Latinx mothers may have 
wondered about the ways I accessed services for my own child with a dis/ability; thus, they 
might withhold stories about their successes or struggles in communicating with school 
professionals. Most importantly, I did not include mothers with whom I had previous contact, 
and this was presumed possible given the high school’s population that includes nearly 400 
students classified as eligible for special education services. Finally, I conducted pláticas with 
one family member (either mother, father, or guardian who attends the IEP meeting) outside of 
the school building, in a location they chose, in hopes they would speak freely about how they 
have experienced their communications with school professionals around school and special 
education processes starting from when their child was first identified as eligible for special 
education. Encouraging Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities to look back was important 
because this provided a timeline of events and contextualized the experiences described by each 
mother.  
I also took notice of the benefits of easy access to participants, the feasible location for 
research, and the potential to build trusting relationships (Kanuha, 2000). Closeness to the people 
and the phenomenon through intense interactions provided subjective understandings that greatly 
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increased the quality of data (Toma, 2000). This high school site was realistic because entry was 
possible, and there was high probability that a rich mix of processes, people, programs, and 
interactions would be present. In addition, as a researcher in this site, I was able to build trusting 
relationships with the participants by describing their lived experiences with school professionals 
so that this study would be conducted and reported ethically, and data quality and credibility of 
the study would be reasonably assured (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). As I came alongside Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities to hear their stories, a relationship was developed because 
mothers began to see me as a collaborator. A relationship developed over time as each Latinx 
mother needed time to recognize the value that the relationship for both of us (Connelly & 
Clandinin, 1990). The interconnectedness between the researcher and the participant contributed 
to a mutual understanding that led to more accurate interpretations (Yeh & Inman, 2007).  
The demographics of this urban public school district are detailed on the district web 
page and include the following data. The public school district, predominantly serving Latinx 
students, reported as Hispanic/Latino, 93%; Black, 4%; Asian, 2%; and White, 1%. In 2018, the 
district reported 13,980 pupils in the district in Grades Prekindergarten-12. Thirteen percent of 
this student population was identified as special education students, and 23% represented 
Limited English Proficient (LEP) students. The district reported that most students come from a 
low socioeconomic background, with 11,812 of the student body eligible for free meals under the 
National School Breakfast & Lunch Program. Given the demographics of this population, my 
research study contributed to the field by showing the experiences of families of children with 
dis/abilities from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds and culturally different ancestries 
representing Latin American countries such as Mexico, El Salvador, Dominican Republic, 
Honduras, Puerto Rico, Peru, Guatemala, and Ecuador.  
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In order to get permission to ask families to work with a researcher, I submitted a letter to 
the district superintendent. The request included the elements of who, what, when, where, and 
why, and described what specifically was being requested and what could be gained from this 
study. Prior to the first session, I notified school professionals in my research site, the high 
school, and my intention to assume a role as a researcher (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). My research 
questions were addressed by studying the high school population, as there was a convergence of 
issues that made family-school interactions multilayered. Routinely, Latinx mothers of children 
with dis/abilities at the high school meet with both school and special education professionals to 
discuss issues of attendance/truancy, classroom achievement, compliance to school rules, 
housing for adult students, teen pregnancy, substance abuse/rehabilitation programs, and private 
specialized evaluations and therapeutic services, to name just a few. Also, Latinx mothers of 
children with dis/abilities and school professionals meet to conduct IEP meetings, where topics 
include special education programs and services, graduation credits and electives, transition to 
adulthood via job sampling or part-time jobs, and applications to vocational schools and 
colleges. This high school population was selected for this study because family-school 
encounters can include multiple school professionals at once and involve multiple concerns and 
issues; therefore, these encounters show how families of children with dis/abilities navigate both 
school and special education regulations and expectations. My research questions were addressed 
because at the high school, meetings can have consequences for families and their children with 
dis/abilities. The consequences can range from rigid enforcement of school rules leading to 
school suspensions at one extreme, and at the other extreme, nurturing communications 
connecting families to agencies and resources for their child and the family within the 
community. The high school population was valuable as families were able to describe both 
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moments of tension and connection in communicating with school professionals and their agency 
in navigating school processes. In requesting permission to conduct my study within the high 
school, I identified myself as a researcher and a Teachers College doctoral student studying ways 
that families experience their interactions with school professionals around school and special 
education processes. I identified myself as a professional educator with over 25 years of 
experience in this district where I have served the community as a special education teacher, a 
Learning Disabilities Teacher Consultant (LDTC), and an in-service professional development 
provider. I also identified as a Latinx mother of a child with a dis/ability of Puerto Rican descent, 
and so was able to communicate with the Latinx families in our district by speaking the Spanish 
language. Therefore, my colleagues and district superintendent understood my research study as 
stemming from both personal and professional lived experiences.  
I used a consent form to request family participation. I attached a checklist of questions to 
select participants (Appendix A, Consent Form and Checklist). This strategy for selecting the 
sample was used to select three participants for this study, and their consent for participation was 
obtained. Three Latinx mothers were selected, as it was important to spend ample time with each 
family to learn, starting from the time their child was first identified as eligible for special 
education, to how they have navigated both school and special education processes by using 
resources both in and out of school. Therefore, the small sample of three was selected because it 
was useful in gathering descriptions of Latinx mothers’ experiences, as described in the research 
questions and literature review. This sample provided reasonable variations to examine the 
phenomenon, and this allowed for a view of a varied range of behaviors and perspectives 
(Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The criteria for selection were: (a) the family must represent one 
of the different special education programs designated as the Autism class, Intellectually 
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Disabled class, Inclusive class, and/or Resource Center class; (b) the family must have a child 
with dis/abilities who attends the high school; (c) the family is willing to share stories about their 
lived experiences both at home and at school; and (d) the family is likely to have an IEP meeting 
within the 5-month time period of this study. As a professional working in this high school 
setting, I found that family-school communication appeared to vary, given the child’s special 
education program. I found that professional expectations about student performance and 
behavior appeared to be connected to specific special education programs. Therefore, given that 
curricular and contextual expectations of each program were different, families’ experiences of 
these varied programs added to the richness of the data collected.  
Data Collection 
The events of importance were those times during which Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities and school and special education professionals interacted around school and special 
education processes. I conducted qualitative research by using narrative inquiry as an approach 
and pláticas as a method. I also collected data through artifacts and field notes (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007). Latinx mothers were asked to select and share artifacts to reflect their child’s 
participation in activities such as clubs, church activities, community activities, sports, and 
volunteering. Latinx mothers were also able to select and share school-related documents such as 
report cards, work samples, awards, or IEP documents. Taking an asset-based approach, pláticas 
and the use of artifacts were used to highlight the Latinx mothers’ cultural wealth as well as 
resources and supports. All pláticas with Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities took place 
in a location selected by the mother, outside of the high school, that could include their home and 
occur during afterschool hours, when the mother and the researcher were available to meet. 
Pláticas were conducted with the Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities to understand their 
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experience of meetings with school and special education professionals that have taken place in 
the high school, when no other students were present, such as the Child Study Team office, the 
administrator’s office, the guidance counselor’s office, or the teacher’s classroom. 
Event 1: Introductory meeting with the family. I engaged in 60-minute pláticas 
(Appendix B, Introductory Meeting Protocol) in order to ask individual Latinx mothers to share 
biographical information of their family’s origin, family members, and siblings, as well as 
descriptions of their family customs and activities. I asked about the time when the mothers first 
noticed differences in their child’s development. I asked open-ended questions to explore aspects 
of their daily life at home such as their child’s communication, home activities, health, self-care, 
leisure activities, social skills, and responsibility and independence. This conversation was not 
tied to predetermined questions nor to resolving issues or providing answers to questions. 
Instead, pláticas meant two persons involved in a reciprocal exchange seeking knowledge and 
understanding in a conversational manner (Delgado Bernal, 2016).  
As a narrative inquirer, listening to individual stories by using conversation is the most 
common starting point (Clandinin, 2013). Therefore, I began by telling of myself as a person of 
Puerto Rican descent, a working person, a mother of a child with a dis/ability, and how all this is 
tied to my interest in conducting this study. I did not provide details of my personal experiences 
as this may influence or interfere with the stories they would share. This starting point was 
important because it invited Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities to share their stories. In 
preparing for the next phase of the research, I asked each Latinx mother to describe what it was 
like to be a family of a child with a dis/ability in the high school. I looked for stories about the 
history of the family’s relations with school professionals. 
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Event 2: Plática about the IEP meeting. The Individual Educational Plan (IEP) meeting 
is a formalized school process that involves Child Study Team members (Psychologist, Social 
Worker, Learning Disabilities Teacher-Consultant), the special education teacher, a general 
education teacher, specialized providers, and the families of children with dis/abilities. The aim 
of the meeting is to gather information about the child with a dis/ability, both in the home and in 
the school environment. The IEP is a plan created to address the social, emotional, and academic 
development of the student.  
Plática. Following the IEP meeting, I used the protocol (Appendix C, Plática Protocol), 
to conduct a 60-minute session with the individual family member, specifically the person who 
attended the IEP meeting. Given the Latinx mother’s consent, I used the child’s IEP document as 
a prompt to ask Latinx mothers to describe how they experienced their communication with 
school professionals. This approach and method allowed for both an open-ended and in-depth 
conversation to understand complex perspectives without setting limits to the inquiry while 
focusing on the Latinx mothers’ meaning. Gaining a rich description of an individual mother’s 
experience with school professionals can suggest local causality (Maxwell, 2012) by providing 
understanding of the processes that Latinx mothers experience and how this may be linked to 
their participation. This meant I attended to the ways Latinx mothers’ narratives of experience 
were embedded in social, cultural, familial, linguistic, and instructional narratives (Clandinin, 
2013). The use of questions in conversation also allowed me to use personal reflections to take 
notice of my subjectivities and how they influenced my view of these interactions (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007).  
My purpose in this plática was to begin to investigate how a family of a child with a 
dis/ability made sense or derived meaning from their communication with school and special 
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education professionals in the school context. First, I asked families to identify some matters or 
topics that were discussed during the IEP to discover how they made sense of professional 
descriptions of their child with a dis/ability during these encounters. Second, I asked families to 
tell in what ways they felt their ideas were similar or different from those of school professionals 
during these interactions. By asking families to talk about their ideas, I was able to discover the 
concerns that were personally significant to them. Third, I asked families to describe how 
professionals described dis/ability and parenthood during these interactions and how this was the 
same or different from their families’ definitions of dis/ability and parenthood.  
Event 3: Plática about the family conference with school professionals. Periodically, 
a conference is conducted between the families of children with dis/abilities and school 
professionals, requested by either party. This family-school conference can include a school 
counselor, classroom teacher, or school administrator, and the purpose of the meeting can be to 
discuss the child’s grades, behavior, or school attendance. These school practices are driven by 
strict guidelines that monitor student achievement, attendance, and behaviors, both in class and 
throughout the school. Within my professional role in the high school context, I have found that 
families of children with dis/abilities experience these school processes in a variety of ways. For 
example, a family may be called to the vice principal’s office to discuss their child’s attendance. 
The vice principal may talk about the child’s responsibility and the consequence for non-
compliance to rules. The vice principal may also talk about the parent’s role and the consequence 
if the student continues to miss class or be truant from school. Often, the vice principal may 
introduce other school professionals such as the attendance officer to describe the school’s 
position and the actions that will be taken related to a student’s poor attendance.  
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Following the family’s meeting with a school professional, I employed the same plática 
methodology as noted above (Appendix C, Plática Protocol). This method was used to 
understand the families’ perceptions of their interaction with a school professional when they 
were invited to discuss their child with a dis/ability in order to address a specific concern. This 
instance was important because this encounter provided information about other activities and 
interactions that families of children with dis/abilities experience in the high school setting.  
Event 4: Drafting interim texts and the summative conversation with the family. 
Using Appendix D, Drafting Texts and Summative Conversation, I co-composed interim 
research texts with the family. I ask the family to select and share two to three artifacts to reflect 
their child’s participation in activities such as clubs, church activities, community activities, 
sports, and volunteering. Families were also encouraged to select and share school-related 
documents such as report cards, work samples, awards, or IEP documents, if they chose. Taking 
an asset-based approach, artifacts were used to highlight the families’ cultural wealth as well as 
resources and supports. Interim research texts were created with the family to allow researchers 
and participants the opportunity to further compose storied interpretations and possible meanings 
(Clandinin, 2013). For example, using Appendix D, Drafting Texts and Summative 
Conversation, the artifact of the child’s report card was used and listed; then, the Latinx mothers’ 
descriptions and concerns were written alongside each artifact as a way to capture the family’s 
words. These field texts were important because they were experiential, subjective texts that 
captured the Latinx mothers’ emotions and concerns rather than objective texts (Clandinin, 
2013).  
These interim research texts were also important because they were co-compositions that 
showed the experiences of researchers and participants in working together and represented the 
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ongoing interpretation of the stories lived and told. As a researcher, this process of co-composing 
texts allowed me to continue to engage in relational ways with families and to think narratively 
within temporality, sociality, and place, or three-dimensional space. As a narrative inquirer, I 
used my pláticas with Latinx mothers to move towards a deeper understanding that revealed 
multiple meanings of experiences or untold stories. Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities 
were able to look back and look forward as a way to reflect on their interactions with 
professionals. This means that Latinx mothers were able to describe their perceptions of their 
communications with school professionals as continuously changing, yet closely tied to specific 
times, places, and people as well as specific feelings, hopes, and desires (Connelly & Clandinin, 
2006).   
Second, during the same plática, I asked two final questions, and these were recorded  
on the Appendix D, Drafting Texts and Summative Conversation form. The questions were 
presented as follows: (a) When did you believe your ideas were understood by school 
professionals? And (b) When did you believe your ideas were part of the decisions made about 
your child with a dis/ability? These questions were important because Latinx mothers of children 
with dis/abilities had the opportunity to think broadly about their interactions with school and 
special education professionals. It also allowed Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities to 
reflect on their own beliefs and conceptions of dis/ability and parenthood, and how these may be 
connected to the actions they take in or out of school.   
These aspects of narrative inquiry were important because I was able to spend sustained 
time with families over time. Therefore, the Latinx mothers came to see me as a person in 
relation with them, and this was important as I considered the ethical implications and 
responsibilities to families involved in these co-constructions of knowledge. As a narrative 
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inquirer, the focus was on the lives as lived and told throughout the inquiry. The knowledge 
developed from narrative inquiries and pláticas was textured with specific details yet incomplete 
(Clandinin & Murphy, 2007). This knowledge led less to generalizations and certainties and, 
instead, moved towards wondering about and imagining alternative possibilities (Bateson, 2000). 
Together, as co-researchers, I thought alongside Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities to 
understand the lives being lived. Thinking in this way “highlights the shifting, changing, 
personal, and social nature of the phenomenon under study”—in this study, the way Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities experience their communication with school professionals 
(Downey & Clandinin, 2010, p. 385). See Table 1 for how each data collection method aligned 
with the research questions. 
Table 1 
Alignment of Data Collection Methods to Research Questions 
Research Questions IM P S 
1. How do Latinx mothers experience their interactions 
with school professionals during formalized family-school 
encounters, such as conferences with teachers and 
administrators and IEP meetings?  
X X X 
a. What connections/tensions do they experience in relation 
to school-identified goals and purposes? 
X X X 
b. How do Latinx mothers construct their understanding of 
parenthood and dis/ability in these interactions? 
X X X 
2. How do Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities 
perceive their agency in participating in school-related 
processes? 
 X X 
a. How do Latinx mothers experience family-school 
encounters as instances of (un)equal influence between 
families and school professionals? 
 X X 






My interest began early in my career when, as a special education case manager in an 
urban public school setting, I worked with minoritized families of children with dis/abilities 
enrolled in the district. During interactions with minoritized families over the years, I have 
experienced minoritized families as being advocates for their children openly sharing their values 
and beliefs grounded in their family’s language, ethnicity, and community. I have witnessed 
minoritized families who emphasize their child’s development and readiness as they take up 
activities in preparing their child for their transition to the workplace. Consistently, these 
minoritized families communicate their goal as gaining access to programs, services, and 
community resources to prepare their children for their future. I have come to understand these 
minoritized families of children with dis/abilities to be engaged in the education process and able 
to communicate and collaborate with school professionals. Therefore, my interest in this topic 
originated from my lived experiences, and this experiential knowledge is part of the inquiry 
process as it informs the way I describe and understand the communication between school 
professionals and minoritized families of children with dis/abilities in this urban school context 
(Maxwell, 2005).  
I also came to this study with subjectivities that stemmed from my biography (Agee, 
2009). As a Puerto Rican and as a mother of child identified as having a dis/ability, I drew on my 
own marginalizing experiences to find a “space for the emergence of new discourse and practice 
of solidarity with marginalized people”—particularly the minoritized families in my school 
district who have a child with a dis/ability (Villenas, 2009, p. 271). Also, as an educator working 
within the special education system, I am positioned as both an insider and an outsider. This 
means that from these positions, I can interrogate the language used that exposes the power 
 
100 
relations in the school context (Mohanty, 2006). I was particularly interested in exploring the 
experiences of families of children with dis/abilities in my local urban context because I wanted 
to discover how can parental involvement mean families working with schools in ways that give 
value to families’ concerns and goals for their child’s education.  
Timeline for Data Collection  
Pláticas were closely connected to one another so families of children with dis/abilities 
could reflect on their communication with professionals. This timing also promoted a 
relationship to be established between the interviewer and the families. The timeline for the data 
collection process is presented in Table 2 below.  
Table 2 
Data Collection Methods Timeline 
Data Collection January 2020 February-March 
2020 
April-June 2020 
Parent Invitation Letter Conducted in first 
3 weeks 
  
Introductory Meeting  Conducted in week 
2, 3, 4 
 
Plática after IEP Meeting  Conducted in week 
2, 3, 4   
 
Plática after Meeting with 
Professionals 
  Conducted in week 
2, 3, 4   
Drafting Texts and 
Summative Conversation 
  Conducted in week 
2, 3, 4   
Narrative Analysis and Interpretation 
I conducted narrative data analysis and interpretation to find narrative meanings in the 
collected data. As a qualitative researcher, I examined raw data, reduced them to emergent 
themes through coding, and, ultimately, represented the data as narratives in a final research text, 
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providing an interpretation of the findings in light of the literature and their theoretical 
perspectives.  
I began the process of data analysis by documenting the perceptions of the three Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities of their communication with school and special education 
professionals. I was interested in generating theory about the social aspects of meanings, using 
pláticas as a method that elicits a reciprocal exchange of ideas. These were used to develop 
hunches or insights during data collection. My analysis was deductive as key constructs in the 
literature grounded in the traditional discourse of parent involvement were brought to light as 
part of accepting or rejecting deficit perspectives that define a minoritized family’s participation 
in the education of their child with a dis/ability. In addition, an inductive process was used to 
examine relationships in the data from artifacts (i.e., student work samples, IEP document) and 
pláticas with a purpose to organize, identify, and gain analytic insight from the perspectives of 
families, searching for patterns as well as topics that my data covered (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 
Most importantly, data analysis combined reciprocity, vulnerability, and researcher reflexivity as 
the interpretive work was mediated by both my experiences and those of each Latinx mother 
(Fierros & Delgado Bernal, 2016). Therefore, I explained the ways data were collected, and I 
made the work accessible to those who were reading. Themes were identified, and coding 
methods were used as I read my data: words, phrases, patterns of behavior, and Latinx mothers’ 
ways of thinking began to stand out, representing coding categories. I considered and attended to 
some coding categories—for example, (a) families’ ways of thinking of about school 
professionals in and out of the school environment, (b) ways families accomplish things, and (c) 
narrative codes or the way families choose to organize their story reveal their beliefs and expose 
conflicting positions.  
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Issues of Narrative Analysis and Interpretation 
Kim (2015) discussed various theoretical issues or dilemmas that require attention when 
taking up narrative data analysis and interpretation. First, he argued that narrative data analysis 
and interpretation work in tandem, saying, “We analyze narrative data in order to develop an 
understanding of the meanings our participants give to themselves, to their surroundings, to their 
lives, and to their lived experiences through storytelling” (p. 189). Narrative researchers try to 
interpret meanings through an analysis of plotlines, thematic structures, and social and cultural 
referents, and these meanings are analyzed and interpreted simultaneously. Second, Kim 
presented that narrative analysis and interpretation were an act of finding narrative meaning and 
“[making] explicit the operations that produce its particular kind of meaning, and [drawing] out 
the implications this meaning has for understanding human existence” (Polkinghorne, 1988,  
p. 6). Third, Kim (2015) argued that the aims of interpretation are to understand the phenomenon 
under study and to facilitate an understanding by developing an effective interpretation to 
understand. Kim warned that while undertaking an analysis and interpretation of narrative data, 
we must be cautious not to appropriate data to fit our philosophical orientation. This can result in 
our saying what we want to say or hear instead of really listening to what is being said (Hendry, 
2007). 
Phase one: Narrative data put together in a plot. I began to engage in the analysis of 
narratives, as defined by Polkinghorne (1995), as a narrative mode of analysis based on narrative 
cognition that attends to the particular and special characteristics of human action that takes 
place in a particular setting. He explained, “Narrative reasoning operates by noticing the 
differences and diversity of people’s behavior. It attends to the temporal context and complex 
interaction of the elements that make each situation remarkable” (p. 6). Kim (2015) argued that 
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the narrative mode of thought is a configuration of the data into a coherent whole in order to 
sustain the richness of a story. He argued that this approach focuses on the events, actions, 
happenings, and other data elements put together in a plot. This method also uses a recursive 
movement from parts to whole or from whole to parts. This narrative mode fills in the gaps 
between events and actions, using a narrative smoothing process described as a way to fill in the 
gaps between events and actions. Such stories can capture the “richness and the nuances of 
meaning in human affairs which cannot be expressed in definitions, statement of fact or abstract 
propositions” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 6). According to Kim (2015), the purpose of the narrative 
mode of analysis is to help the reader understand why and how things happened in the way they 
did, and why and how our participants acted in the way they did. The story is configured through 
the narrative mode of analysis, and it aims to appeal to readers in a way that helps them 
empathize with the participants’ lived experience as understandable human phenomena.  
Green (2013) recognized stories as meaning-making strategies for producing knowledge. 
As a narrative researcher, I was not interested in the facts or truth of these accounts, but rather in 
the meaning portrayed in story form. Therefore, to understand the dynamics in the school context 
between families of children with dis/abilities and school professionals, narrative inquiry was a 
useful method to identify with the lives and experiences of families (Clandinin et al., 2000). I 
focused on the assumption that families of children with dis/abilities who live these lives provide 
powerful insights into how they experience school professionals in the school context. As a 
researcher, I sought to understand the lived experience, and this allowed me to have an “insider 
view” and a deeper understanding that comes from the families’ perspective.  
Phase two: Constructing an interpretive story. As a narrative inquiry researcher, I was 
attentive to the way in which a story is constructed, for whom and why (Riessman, 2008). In 
 
104 
creating a narrative of a Latinx mother’s experiences, I was involved in the process of creating a 
story (plot, theme, resolution). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) argued that narrative inquiry is a 
way of understanding the experience that emerges from the collaboration between the researcher 
and participants, and that is “constructed over time, in a place or series of places and in social 
interaction and milieus” (p. 20). Most importantly, in the construction of each family narrative to 
extract a core story, I highlighted the words used by Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities 
by using direct quotes as these are crucial in understanding mothers’ perceptions of their 
communication with school professionals, in their own words. These Latinx mothers’ narratives 
helped me develop an understanding of how each mother talks about events and whose 
perspectives they draw on to make sense of such events. I also learned how a mother’s tensions 
are portrayed and how judgments are passed and conceptualized of her experiences with school 
professionals. As a narrative inquirer, I came to understand each Latinx mothers’ words and 
sentences reveal the meaning they derive from their communication with school professionals.  
Phase three: Interpreting across stories and working with emerging themes. An 
inductive process was used to examine relationships in data (i.e., IEP document, student work 
samples), and pláticas with a purpose to organize, identify, and gain analytic insight from the 
perspectives of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities, searching for patterns as well as 
topics my data covered (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). In this manner, concepts were generated 
inductively to theorize across cases, adopting a grounded theory approach (Merriam, 2009).  
A multiple case study approach (Yin, 2004) was used to explore minoritized families’ 
experiences in negotiating school processes while seeking educational services for their child 
with a dis/ability. A multiple case study design offers a research strategy for studying the 
experiences of individuals in nuanced ways so that a holistic understanding of the subject of 
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inquiry, within particular social contexts, can be understood (Merriam, 1998). In my study, 
Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities described their interactions with professionals, and 
this would bind the participants together—since their children represent different classrooms and 
grades within a population of high school students in an urban school district. A multiple case 
study, similar to a case study, concentrates on experiential knowledge of the case and aligns with 
qualitative methods of gathering descriptive data to construct meaning (Stake, 2013). An inquiry 
as a stance revealed the multiple ways of knowing Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities 
that may be contrary to dominant social, political, and cultural practices. I was able to manage 
my own assumptions about minoritized families and about school professionals by focusing on 
developing and retaining individual mother narratives, a process reflective of thematic narrative 
analysis (Reissman, 2008). Therefore, I learned of the experiential knowledge of each Latinx 
mother with a child with a dis/ability as they negotiated school and special education processes. 
By using a thematic analysis, I was able to focus on what was told by families of children with 
dis/abilities and the events or the content of family narratives, paying little attention to how a 
story unfolded in conversational exchange between myself as the interviewer and the family as 
the participant. This process allowed for “theorizing across a number of cases by identifying 
common thematic elements across research participants, the events they report and the actions 
they take,” which is an established tradition in qualitative inquiry (Reismann, 2008, p.74).  
In preparing to present the findings of this study, I used Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990) 
three analytic tools for narrative inquiry: broadening, burrowing, and storying and restorying. 
These analytic tools were used to analyze and seam together the narrative material gathered. 
First, broadening was used as a tool to look for a broader context of the story, including a 
description of the Latinx mother, implied in her told story. I also made a general description of 
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the family’s values, or of the social, historical, or cultural milieus, referring to the literature 
review. This means I introduced more general knowledge of the culture to interpret a broader 
cultural framework of meaning as part of the narrative analysis (Mishler, 1986). Through this 
process, I was able to bring into the analysis “what else we know about the storytellers and their 
local and general circumstances” (Mishler, 1986, p. 244). Second, the burrowing tool was used 
to focus on the details of the data as experienced by each Latinx mother from her point of view. I 
was attentive to each Latinx mother’s feelings, understandings, and dilemmas within the school 
context. I also asked questions about why and how her communication with school professionals 
influenced her lived experiences as a Latinx mother of child with a dis/ability in and outside of 
the school setting. Third, the analytic tool of storying and restorying was used to find ways to 
story and restory them so that the significance of the lived experience of the family came forth 
while revisiting past experiences across time and place. In pláticas, each Latinx mother of a child 
with a dis/ability was able to tell and revisit her stories multiple times, and this showed how her 
perception of her communication with school professionals was developed over time, given 
numerous family-school encounters.  
The researcher/mother relationship: A dialogical narrative stance.  
Frank (2010) called for a study of stories by asking what stories do. As a researcher, I 
employed a dialogical narrative analysis as a practice to study “the mirroring between what is 
told in the story—the story’s content—and what happens as a result of telling that story—its 
effects” (p. 71). There is seldom a balance between a story’s content and a story’s effects. 
Nonetheless, it is important to remember that these are mutually dependent. Frank explained the 
work of dialogical narrative analysis as a practice of criticism that starts by posing questions 
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around the work that stories have the capacity to do. Frank stated that at the center, “the issue 
that informs all questions is: what is at stake for whom?” (p.74).  
As a researcher, I used questions to determine how does the story, and the particular way 
it is told, define or redefine those aspects at stake. Ultimately, this practice helped me learn how 
the story changes a person’s sense of what is possible, what is permitted, and what is responsible 
or irresponsible. This method seeks intentional and purposeful relationships with the participant 
by embracing possibility and tensions, revealing that both parties are committed to changing and 
learning from the research experience (Levy, 2016). This means the researcher’s interpretations 
are also in progress, and these reveal the tension between interpretation and story. In the place 
where something is left silent, the interpretation must clarify. This leads to a questioning of what 
kind of truth is offered (Frank, 2010). Although stories may have a limitation in telling a truth, 
these stories create openings.  
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) described that as researchers collect stories, they are also 
involved in negotiating relationships to involve participants actively in the research process. This 
active collaboration with the participant is necessary throughout the narrative inquiry process as 
multiple issues may arise within the collecting, analyzing, and telling of the individual’s story. 
Therefore, as a researcher, I continually discussed the Latinx mothers’ stories with each mother 
as a way to negotiate the meaning of the stories by providing validation checks throughout the 
collection and analysis process, as member checks. In this way, dialogical practice is not a one-
way transmission of information about their lives; rather, it is an ongoing dialogue between 
participants’ meanings—the meanings that researchers attribute to their words, their actions, 
their lives, and their stories, and the ways the participants change in response to the researcher’s 
responses. According to Frank (2010), “no one’s meaning is final…what counts is the two’s 
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meaning, which is enacted through a process of those two creating meanings as expressions of 
their relationship” (p. 99). 
Therefore, a dialogical narrative interpretation is a matter of seeing all variations and 
possibilities inherent in a story (Frank, 2010). It does not speak about the story but aspires to be 
an ongoing dialogue with the story. Frank argued that dialogical narrative analysis seeks to tell a 
truth, but the truth is never finalized. He described the challenge of interpretation becomes how 
to enter into dialogue with the story, translating it and discovering unnoticed aspects, and where 
there are connections or interruptions. Hence, interpretation is not a matter of commenting on a 
story, but it is a retelling of a story in a varied form to create new connections.  
Validity and Transferability 
Lincoln et al. (2011) argued that narrative relies on criteria other than validity, reliability, 
and generalizability. The researchers rejected the use of generalization and argued that it be 
given up as a goal of inquiry and replaced by transferability. In turn, Connelly and Clandinin 
(1990) described that narrative writers frequently move back and forward several times in a 
single document as various threads are narrated. The distinction between events-as-lived and 
events-as-told is a distinction central to writing good narratives and avoiding the illusion of 
causality. Therefore, narratives are not adequately written according to a model of cause and 
effect, but according to explanations gleaned from the overall narrative as a whole.  
I used Frank’s (2010) argument that interpretations are valid and, in fact, responsible 
when analysis is open and never finalized. Listening is presented as the preparation for taking 
responsibility for the effect of one’s words/thoughts on others when shared publicly. A 
responsible relation to stories is a moral imperative, and this means one never aspires to control 
stories through one’s interpretations. Therefore, stories have the capacity to explore 
 
109 
complications and rarely to resolve them. Narrative analysis seeks not to resolve disputes  
about what happened, but rather to enhance the dialogue. From this perspective, a narrative 
interpretation “is responsible when it opens, not closes; when it creates links to more stories, 
anticipates effects, and asks why some stories affect judgments rather than others” (Frank, 2010, 
p. 111).  
Adequacy and Efficiency 
I designed the study to be reasonable in size and complexity so that it could be completed 
within the time and resources available (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 51). By conducting three 
case studies, I was able to collect adequate data in the timeframe allotted—specifically, the 2019-
2020 school year. I had ample access to participants as there were over 400 families of children 
with disabilities enrolled at the high school. There were no financial costs to participants or the 
researcher.  
Limitations of the Study 
The limitations of this study related to conducting research in the district where I work. 
As I was someone connected to this setting as a Child Study Team member and Teacher 
Consultant, it was not clear if Latinx mothers were able to understand my research study as 
stemming from and inspired by a position as a mother of a child identified with a dis/ability. I 
expected that this could interfere with the stories that families would tell about their children’s 
dis/ability and about their communication with school professionals. I attempted to mitigate 
these risks by conducting all pláticas outside of the school, at a location chosen by the family 
member that could be their home.  
Another limitation may relate to the sample of the study. Three Latinx mothers may be 
considered small and unreflective of the greater population. However, minimizing the sample to 
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three Latinx mothers was a purposeful decision so that I could study the experiences of 
individual mothers in nuanced ways. Also, the multiple case study design provided a vehicle for 
understanding how Latinx mothers’ lives are shaped by their everyday experiences of their 
communication with school professionals. 
As I attempted to analyze other people’s stories, understanding some cautions about 
narrative approach was critical. First, Munro (1998) stated that she understands that life history is 
a method that would give voice to people who have traditionally been marginalized, but the talk 
of giving voice implies an unequal power structure between the researcher and the participants. 
Second, Munro was concerned about the colonizing effects of life history research as it might 
reproduce “positivistic notions of power, knowledge and subjectivity despite claims to the 
contrary” (p. 12). Munro argued that narrative does not automatically provide a better way of 
knowing truth. Therefore, in my research study, I used an asset-based approach to highlight the 
knowledge of each Latinx mother of child with a dis/ability. I highlighted the individual family’s 
experiences in their own words as a way to honor their knowledge, values, beliefs, and lived 
experiences.  
Presentation of Findings 
I presented the findings in three discussion chapters. In Chapters IV, V, and VI, I was 
able to explore the themes and present direct quotes that showed the experiences of Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities. I presented the findings and analysis focused on taking an 
asset-based approach to show the knowledge of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities. 
Therefore, I described the connections and tensions experienced during family-school encounters 
and simultaneously highlighted each mother’s knowledge as values, beliefs, and lived 
experiences. By privileging Latinx mothers’ knowledge, the findings showed how Latinx 
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mothers constructed their understanding of dis/ability, parenthood, and plans for the future 
during family-school interactions. In Chapter VII, I address findings and analysis regarding 
Research Question 2. The narratives showed how Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities 
perceived their agency in participating in school-related processes and showed the ways Latinx 
mothers come to participate in their children’s education, both inside and outside the school 
setting. In the same chapter, I present implications for (re)framing family-school relations 
beyond traditional notions of parent involvement. This means a paradigm shift can occur towards 
a discourse premised on understanding family-school communication as linkages, an approach 
that moves educators to take up alternative ways of understanding Latinx mothers of children 





LOS CUENTOS: MOTHERS SHARING THEIR ORAL HISTORIES 
In this chapter, I present and analyze my narrative inquiry into the experiences of Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities. Each case study tells what was learned by inquiring into 
experiences where a Latinx mother’s “lived stories” crossed and/or collided with school stories 
(Clandinin, 2013, p. 51). I attended closely to the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space and 
used pláticas as a method to consider temporality (places, things, events), sociality (feelings, 
desires, hopes), and place (school, home, country). Together, as researcher and Latinx mother, 
we unpacked stories and co-composed multiple meanings of the experiences (Clandinin, 2013). 
This was important because inquiring into the (dis)connections that minoritized families 
experience with school professionals works to deepen understandings of the cultural, 
institutional, and social context of family-school relations.  
At the center, this study attended to each “story as an actor,” and this allowed a closer 
look at “what a story does” to enable each Latinx mother to become who she is because of her 
story (Frank, 2010, p. 13). Each story does not emerge as a single voice, but as containing 
multiple other voices (Bakhtin, 2013)—a reminder that stories represent lives that are connected 
to others and are always in progress (Frank, 2010). Therefore, as I “come alongside” (Clandinin 
& Rosiek, 2007, pp. 42-43) three Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities, I wonder how this 
inquiry can expand knowledge about the communication between minoritized families of 
children with dis/abilities and professionals on the school landscape (Clandinin, 2013). 
As detailed in Chapter III, findings from the cases were derived from within-case data 
analysis (Merriam, 1998). I used Disability Studies (DS) intersectionality theory and dis/ability 
critical race studies (DisCrit) to create a framework for analysis. Moreover, to highlight the 
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experiences, histories, and cultures of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities, I drew on 
critical raced-gendered epistemologies to recognize these mothers as creators of knowledge 
(Delgado Bernal, 2002, 2018). Scholars have used critical raced-gendered epistemologies that 
emerge from a social, cultural, and political history that is different from the dominant race (e.g., 
Garcia & Mireles-Rios, 2020; Ladson-Billings, 2000). Therefore, a raced-gendered perspective 
offered a different interpretation of the educational experiences of Latinx mothers of children 
with dis/abilities when they are positioned as constructing knowledge.  
I recognize that my position as a professional and a researcher created an imbalance in 
power in relation to the Latinx mothers in this study. Therefore, I built on this inquiry approach 
and used pláticas, an “approach that reflects Chicana-Latina feminist theories to recognize and 
gather “family and cultural knowledge through the communication of thoughts, memories, 
ambiguities and new interpretations” (Gonzalez, 2001, p. 647). Further, platicándo has the 
potential to heal and becomes the “process of drawing on that knowledge and making meaning 
across experiences” (González Ybarra, 2018, pp. 67-68). Therefore, as foundational to my 
research processes, I drew on my cultural intuition to co-create cultural knowledges informed by 
my personal and professional experiences (Garcia & Delgado Bernal, 2020). This meant that by 
cultivating reciprocal trusting relationships with Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities, I 
was building on community knowledge that was shared among Latinx families through various 
modes of storytelling, behavior, and scholarship (Garcia & Mireles-Rios, 2020).  
This study was conducted in the months of January through June during the Spring of 
2020, in the time just before and during the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic. As the 
boundaries of school and home shifted, this pandemic exposed the importance of sharing stories 
of the lived experiences of mothers of children with dis/abilities as embedded in cultural, 
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institutional, social, familial, and linguistic narratives of the time. To highlight these lived 
experiences, I quoted the original words of those participants who spoke in the Spanish language, 
followed by my translation, as a way to preserve and honor the participants’ words and 
meanings. Despite my good intentions, Behar (2003) reminded me that even as I translated exact 
words, my words cannot fully capture the meaning behind a mother’s words. We are both Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities, yet I recognize we have lived out our lives from different 
cultural and economic positions. Therefore, I suggest that as different women, we are drawn 
together by this work and that “by translating her voice, I come into my own voice” (p. xiv). And 
so, in the stories that follow, I explore my own response and interpretation to each mother’s 
story, including the consequences that thinking has for my own life and my study.  
Three Latinx mothers, from a pool of 20 family members, offered to participate, and I 
recorded our conversations and then listened to them numerous times to transcribe each mother’s 
story. These Latinx mothers have children who have been identified as disabled following a 
process to determine eligibility for special education. Their children attend the high school 
within a large public school district in New Jersey, with the ethnicity of students being 93.3% 
Hispanic/Latino, 13.5% reported as special education students, and 23.6% reported as Limited 
English Proficient (LEP) students in state records (National Center for Educational Statistics, 
2020). The mothers who participated had children who were enrolled in varied special education 
programs at the high school. From my work as a professional working in the special education 
department at the high school, I recognize that a student’s classification and program inform a 
family’s experience of schooling and their interaction with school professionals. In the next 
section, Meri and Carlo talked about their son, Alec, a 9th grade student, labeled as having 
Autism. He is enrolled in a self-contained program. Second, Tresa spoke about her daughter 
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Delia, labeled as Other Health Impaired, in the 11th grade and enrolled in the Inclusion program. 
Third, Lina shared stories about her daughter Natalia, labeled as Communication Impaired, in the 
12th grade and enrolled in the Resource Center Pullout program.  
As professionals working in the special education department at the high school, teachers 
have shared their experience of curriculum standards, response to intervention initiatives, and 
teacher accountability policies as driving their instruction and evaluation of students. As a result, 
requests or referrals for special education services are numerous as teachers look for answers to 
better serve the students in their classrooms. Teachers and school professionals continue to report 
difficulty involving parents and blame them for the lack of achievement of these students, 
describing parents as “not caring” (Gandara, 1995; Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006, p. 189). I 
understand how this perspective is tied to a family’s attendance at school meetings; therefore, 
school professionals often describe families as not involved when they fail to participate school 
meetings around attendance, discipline, classroom achievement, or IEP (Individual Educational 
Program) meetings. Moreover, these school professionals report difficulties working with 
families whose cultural and linguistic backgrounds are different than their own. This study 
reframed parent involvement in a way that recognizes families of children with dis/abilities as 
having “rich and complex sociocultural and linguistic backgrounds” (Souto-Manning & Swick, 
2006, p. 190). Valdés (1996) argued that school processes must “show respect for deeply 
ingrained familial values—the cultural capital that immigrant parents bring with them on their 
backs and in their hearts from their homeland” (p. xii). In the pláticas that follow, Latinx 
mothers disclosed their own perspectives and experiences during school processes to show both 
the connections and tensions Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities experience when 
communicating with school professionals. Ultimately, these pláticas revealed each Latinx 
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mother’s knowledge framed as values, beliefs, and practices that highlight the strengths and 
ideas she brings to her conversations with school professionals.   
Case I: Meri (Alec’s Mother)  
I met with Meri (pseudonym) and her husband, Carlo (pseudonym), in their home, a 
third-floor, two-bedroom apartment where she and her husband lived with their two children. We 
met on a Sunday, at noon, because Meri wanted her husband to join our talk as he typically 
attended all school meetings with her. Seated at their kitchen table, we shared the desserts that I 
brought and some coffee, and our plática began. During our conversation, we were all familiar 
with the English and Spanish languages and used them interchangeably to communicate.  
Meri shared that she was raised in Veracruz, Mexico, a large city that has its own airport. 
She shared that she was one of 12 children born to her parents (7 girls, 5 boys). She attended a 
neighborhood public school until the 8th grade, at age 14, and then left school because her family 
did not place value on school. Instead, both her mother and father expected that she and her 
siblings work on the “finca” (farm), taking care of the animals as this was their family business. 
Meri worked on the farm in Mexico until the age of 28 when she left her home to live in the 
United States. Today, five of her siblings have also come from Mexico and all live in the same 
town. She described herself as the one that takes care of her children, her husband, and the home. 
Her husband works long hours each day and arrives in time for dinner. She explained that on the 
weekend, they all spend time as a family by going to parks or visiting relatives nearby. As an 
undocumented immigrant, Meri explained she must soon return to Mexico to seek legal status. 
She felt sad, thinking of those who have remained in Mexico (her parents and three sisters), who 
were now deceased.  
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Carlo was born in Puerto Rico, and he and his family moved to the United States when he 
was a year old. He identified himself as Puerto Rican. He shared that he completed high school 
and enjoyed school because he had many friends. He explained that he met Meri in the same 
town where they live now. Carlo also shared that he comes from a large family and many family 
members continue to live nearby. He explained that family is most important to him, and his own 
family and Meri’s family have a close relationship, so they visit and talk on the phone each 
week.  
I met their son Alec (pseudonym) and his younger sister as they watched television in a 
room next to the kitchen. In the next months, Meri and I met four times, and Carlo joined us for 
the first two meetings. Each talk lasted an hour and our meetings stretched over 5 months, 
January to June, delayed by school closings given the onset of the coronavirus pandemic. The 
first two talks were held in their home with Meri and Carlo. During the months of the 
coronavirus, I asked if they would want to meet via videocall. Meri explained that Carlo would 
not be available due to work, and she preferred to talk on the phone in the late afternoon. I 
sensed she was also concerned about her privacy, especially now that her children were home 
and always nearby in their small apartment. I believed we had developed a strong relationship 
during our previous pláticas in the home, and so I found that we laughed and talked just as if we 
were meeting in person.  
As we began with their stories of school and earlier times of Alec’s development and 
medical diagnosis, I began to see how these stories of school were deeply embedded in stories of 
family. From the start, they shared how Alec and his younger sister were very close and how 
they hoped that she would be the one to care for Alec once they passed on. I understood that 
Meri and Carlo were describing a cultural value shared by Latinx families. Souto-Manning 
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(2009) described familism and interdependence as the way Latina/o families promote mutual 
responsibility, positioning the family as a priority over individual interests. In the next sections, 
Meri drew on her cultural values to explain who she is in relation to her family and who she is in 
relation to school professionals. I learned that in the home, Meri is in charge of Alec’s nutrition, 
exercise, interests, and affective development in relation to family and friends. At the same time, 
Meri serves as Alec’s advocate and the one presumed to reinforce his learning, language, and 
behavioral therapeutic interventions at home.  
Building Personal Relationships with Professionals  
As Meri, Carlo, and I talked, I began to understand Meri’s stories as situated in making 
personal connections with both school and community professionals to help her obtain services 
for Alec, who has a diagnosis of Autism. I learned of the early years and Alec’s development, as 
Carlo said, “al principio fue una chulería” [in the beginning he was so cute]. Thinking back to 
when Alec was born and wiping his tears, Carlo shared: 
     Ese día, lo tuve en mi falda y el me tiró una sonrisa, que me rompió el corazón. Y 
desde ese día, yo le dije a mi esposa, que yo volví a nacer otra vez, por los ojos de mi 
hijo. [That day, I had him in my lap, and when he smiled at me, he broke my heart, I told 
my wife, I was born again through the eyes of my son.]  
 
Speaking in a low tone, Carlo explained that at age 3, Alec stopped talking, saying only a few 
words. According to Meri, “nombraba cosas, un niño normal” [he named things, like a normal 
child]. Meri said that he never stopped saying “chiche” [milk], mom, and dad. I understood that 
Meri was making sense of the way others spoke about her son’s early language, and as we spent 
more time together, I learned Meri would often question terms such as “normal” when talking 
about Alec’s development. For example, Meri told of the time they took Alec to the neurologist, 
where they said, “el es Autista” [he is Autistic]. Meri went on to describe that the medical 
professionals said not to worry, all would be fine with therapy and a certain type of help. Meri 
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recalled their exact words: “es un caso diferente a un niño normal” [this is a different case than 
that of a normal child]. I recognized that this phrase “different than a normal child,” when used 
by professionals to describe Alec, evoked both the meaning that is attributed to the dis/ability 
and the professionals’ response to the dis/ability. This is important because this response to 
dis/ability often limits expectations and outcomes for persons with dis/abilities (Valle & Connor, 
2011). Meri understood these words of different versus normal to be people’s interpretations of 
“specific differences from the normed body that signify a dis/ability” (Annamma et al., 2013,  
p. 3). To her, a dis/ability category (e.g., Autism) is not real on its own; rather, it is what people 
make of it. Thus, the stories Carlo and Meri told highlighted Alec’s strengths and the ways he 
was similar to other children his age.  
Meri spoke about the time that Alec started school and began to receive speech therapy in 
their home. Carlo remembered this time, voicing, “Alec no tuvo ningún problema en ir a la 
escuela, el se soltó y yo lo solté” [Alec did not have a problem going to school, he let go of my 
hand, and I let him go]. Agreeing with her husband, Meri shared: 
     Teníamos mas problemas nosotros en dejarlo. Le dije a mi esposo, ve a la escuela, y el 
se iba a ver como lo recibían. Y el dijo, el agarrado de la maestra, se subió al bus como si 
nada, sin miedo, y se metió en la escuela como si nada. [We had more trouble leaving 
him. I told my husband to go to the school to see how he was being received and he said, 
he was holding on to his teacher, and walked onto the bus as if nothing, no fear, and 
entered the school as if nothing was wrong.] 
 
I began to take notice of the way both Meri and Carlo used terms such as “normal” and “regular” 
in conversation, to push against words used by the professionals to define Alec. For example, 
Carlo explained, “el se fue bien, no como un niño regular de tres años que tiene miedo” [he 
entered with ease, not like a regular 3-year-old child that has fear]. I wondered about the teacher 
and the students in Alec’s class, and I learned they had not visited Alec’s classroom because they 
were not granted permission to enter once school was in session. Yet, thinking back, Carlo said 
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“the social worker took care of everything,” which I understood to mean that Meri and Carlo had 
developed a connection and relationship with this school professional, and so they trusted that 
the social worker would make sure things were in order. I recognized this description of trust as a 
value described by Latinos as “confianza that is based on reciprocal practices that establish 
individual obligations and lead to long term relationships” (Souto-Manning, 2009, p. 184). As a 
result, I understood Carlo and Meri’s relationship with this social worker as reflective of many 
Latinx families’ trust in teachers and education professionals, and their belief that the teacher is 
akin to a family member who will make decisions regarding what is best for the child. 
Home therapy mattered to Meri and Carlo; they described them as opportunities to build 
strong relationships with professionals working with Alec. Carlo shared, “cuando el llegaba de la 
escuela, ya lo estaba esperando en la casa” [when he arrived from school, the therapist was 
already waiting at home]. Meri expressed that they were happy with the help from professionals 
in their home and added, “todo lo que decían las terapistas, yo decía esta bien, porque era todo 
para el beneficio de mijo” [everything that the therapists said, I said yes, because it was all for 
the benefit of my beloved son]. I recognized the word “mijo” as a Latinx term used in the Latinx 
culture to refer to a dearly loved one. Thinking back to that time, Carlo explained that Alec 
always made progress, thanks to the therapists. He revealed his feelings for one therapist: 
“cuando ella se fue, nos dolió el alma, porque ella era como parte de la familia y ella nos dijo 
que Alec iba a ser algo grande” [when she left, our heart was broken, because she was like part 
of our family and she said Alec was going to be something big]. I learned that, ultimately, there 
had been many home therapists and, at the age of 13, therapy stopped because Alec had reached 
the level that was expected for him. Although I was sure the family signed the documents 
required to end therapy at home, I wondered if Meri and Carlo were happy with this change in 
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program. It was clear that they valued their relationship with the home therapist because, as a 
professional, she was able to convey perspectives, insights, and beliefs from working closely 
with Alec. I connected this to research that showed the importance of the relationship between 
the families and professionals working with children with dis/abilities. For example, Mortier et 
al. (2020) paired Latinx families of children with dis/abilities with Latinx cultural brokers. They 
found that cultural brokers were able to connect Latinx families to people of different cultural 
backgrounds (e.g., teachers, professionals) and to inform, encourage, assist, and provide 
emotional support. These Latinx families felt empowered when they became connected to school 
professionals. Most importantly, cultural brokers revealed that Latinx families of children with 
dis/abilities valued ongoing communication and developing personal and trusting relationships 
with professionals.  
School teachers and paraprofessionals also mattered to Meri as these relationships had 
been developed over time. She explained that she was glad that Alec’s classroom teachers moved 
up to the high school with him. Meri appreciated his teachers, Ms. Casalino, and the 
paraprofessional, Ms. Jessica, and Meri let me know that Alec felt the same way. In fact, Alec 
had expressed his feelings for Ms. Jessica: “la quiero mucho, ella es mi gran amiga” [I love her 
so much, she is my great friend]. I learned that not only was Ms. Jessica his one-to-one aide in 
school, but she often phoned and even shared meals with the family in their home. In the words 
of Mortier et al. (2020), Ms. Jessica was a cultural broker because she and Meri shared a 
common language and culture, and she also connected the family to school professionals. As Ms. 
Jessica worked with Alec both at school and at home, she was fostering and expanding the 
communication between the family and the school.  
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Thinking back to the time when Alec was preparing to move to another school for the 9th 
grade, Meri spoke to school professionals requesting that Alec’s teachers move to the high 
school with him. Meri explained that she and Alec valued having the same teachers because it 
meant “la misma comunicación y la misma confianza que el tenía con sus maestras” [the same 
communication and the same trust that he had with his teachers]. I learned that Meri maintained 
an ongoing communication with school professionals, at times on a daily basis, to share 
information about Alec’s sleep, nutrition, and affective development at home. Meri also wanted 
to know how Alec was attending, learning, and socializing with others in school who were 
focused on his development as a whole. During Alec’s elementary school years, I understood 
that Meri did not experience feeling marginalized in relation to classroom teachers and the home 
therapist, but felt validated, acting as a collaborator in Alec’s academic development (Cioè-Peña, 
2020). Moreover, Meri understood herself as an advocate, able to make requests and influence 
decisions, such as having the same teachers work with Alec in the 9th grade at the high school.   
Meri and Carlo’s stories showed their relationship with school professionals and also 
depicted them as developing “parental identity” (Cioè-Peña, 2020, p. 6). This means that they 
believed their ethnic and linguistic identity, as Latinx family members who speak Spanish and 
have a child with a dis/ability, positively influenced the way they and Alec were received and 
accepted by the school. Further, based on conversations and collaborations with schoolteachers 
and home therapists, Meri and Carlo had a sense that teachers understood them as engaged, 
having expertise, and very interested in Alec’s learning.  
Meeting with Professionals: ¿Qué dicen? [What are they saying?] 
I understood that communicating and collaborating with school professionals were very 
important to Meri, especially during the yearly IEP meeting. However, language shifts were 
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creating borders and fostering exclusion from the decision-making process regarding Alec. For 
example, Meri shared that she expected professionals would translate the information presented 
at the IEP meeting. She disclosed that at first, the case manager spoke in Spanish to describe 
Alec’s program, but once the classroom teachers arrived at the meeting, the case manager no 
longer spoke in Spanish; “ahi se acabó el espanol” [that is when the Spanish speaking stopped]. 
Cioè-Peña (2020) drew attention to the “difficulties that arise from being a Latinx monolingual-
Spanish speaker trying to navigate a school system that was run predominantly in English by a 
majority of English-only speakers” (p. 15). It was clear that Meri valued having a translator at 
the meeting who could give her a detailed description of what the teachers were saying about 
Alec’s learning in class, and so she reported: 
     Y hasta el final, fué así, yo tenía que preguntarle a mi esposo, que dicen, y el me 
decía, pero no es lo mismo, mucho se pierde cuando traducen rápido, lo que dicen las 
maestras” [And that’s how it went to the end, I had to ask my husband what are they 
saying, and he would tell me, but it is not the same, much is lost when they translate 
quickly, what the teachers are saying.]  
 
In this moment, Meri experienced English not only as the language of power in North American 
society, but also within her home in relation to her husband. Cioé-Peña (2020) described how 
Latinx families experienced linguistic and ethnic powerlessness during meetings with English-
only school professionals. Moreover, in this instance, what remained silent was the way Meri 
was marginalized by having to rely on Carlo’s interpretations of teachers’ meanings throughout 
the entire meeting. In these ways, the language shifts that occurred at the IEP meeting enacted 
hierarchies between Meri and Carlo as well as between the family and school professionals. As a 
result, for Meri, the IEP meeting created an atmosphere that excluded her from participating in 
the decision-making process involved in creating Alec’s academic program.  
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Thinking back to the IEP meeting, Carlo said the school counselor reported the number 
of credits Alec needed to graduate, and the classroom teachers explained how Alec was doing in 
class, focusing on his behavior and attention as related to completing his assignments. Finally, as 
for the case manager, “él dió su opinión y su recomendación” [he gave his opinion and his 
recommendation]. Carlo’s words let me know that, although he was hearing about Alec’s 
progress, he understood that the case manager gave his advice and suggestions at the end of the 
IEP meeting. From my own experience as a case manager in the school district, I thought about 
the influence that case managers hold during IEP meetings. Thus, I wondered if Carlo believed 
that he too could describe Alec’s learning at home and offer his own ideas about Alec’s 
educational program. Carlo said, “no preguntaron nada de nosotros” [no, they did not ask 
anything about us]. I understood that Carlo was not experiencing school professionals as inviting 
and valuing their knowledge about their lived experiences with Alec.  
Montelongo (2019) argued that Latinx families of children with dis/abilities are involved 
in their children’s education, but differently. They tend to focus their participation during an IEP 
meeting on their child’s life outside of the school, and this can be understood as families sharing 
their goals for their child. Carlo and Meri were attentive to Alec’s emotional development, and at 
the IEP meeting they shared how Alec was experiencing a school service—speech therapy. Carlo 
explained, “Alec was being torn from his classroom to go to speech therapy and missing class 
with his friends.” Making sense of his mood at home at the end of his school day, they explained 
that Alec was upset about not seeing his friends. Thus, reducing his speech therapy sessions 
would reduce his stress because Alec loved being with his classmates. This instance showed how 
Carlo was involved in describing the impact of services provided at school and, therefore, 
requesting a change to Alec’s educational program.   
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In thinking about other therapists, Carlo shared how Alec also receives Occupational 
Therapy; however, “esa persona no estuvo presente para darnos detalles de su progreso” [that 
person did not attend the meeting to give us details of his progress]. At the IEP meeting, he 
expressed his disappointment that the therapist did not attend because, while the therapist was 
working on improving Alec’s handwriting at school, they were working with him at home. Meri 
explained that Alec’s writing is very difficult to understand, and so he really needs supports at 
school and at home. According to Aceves (2014), families of Emerging Bilinguals Labeled as 
Disabled (EBLAD) children, express a desire to be more involved while feeling ill-informed and 
desiring more information and support from schools. Although Carlo described how he was 
dissatisfied with school professionals, what remained silent was whether he experienced the 
therapist’s absence as discrimination. Cioè-Peña (2020) described that parents are often aware of 
biases against them and feel frustrated by the schools’ lack of cultural considerations. This can 
mean that Carlo was advocating for Alec at the IEP meeting, yet he may have experienced his 
participation as a fight or struggle rather than a right.  
Meri and Carlo explained they were concerned about the structure of the IEP meeting 
because there was limited time to hear from all teachers and also be heard, even when they were 
able to share. I learned that Ms. Casalino had been Alec’s teacher at his last school and was now 
designated as the lead teacher at the high school. Alec was enrolled in a self-contained program 
for children with Autism, and Ms. Casalino provided instruction as well as coordinated the 
instruction and services on a daily basis. At the IEP meeting, Carlo noted that Ms. Casalino 
provided a brief description of Alec’s progress in reading and math, mostly to emphasize that he 
was working hard and completing required assignments. Carlo learned that the teacher that 
taught Science and History was not able to attend the meeting due to conflicting schedules. Meri 
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recounted that the teacher, Ms. Casalino, described their class trips to Shop Rite, and Meri said, 
“yo le dije a la maestra, qué el sabe ir a Costco” [I told the teacher that he knows how to go to 
Costco]. Then Meri described how Alec had learned to cook, wash dishes, make his bed, and 
organize his clothes at home. During our pláticas, Meri and Carlo explained how their weekly 
trips to the store were family activities. Carlo drives and waits in the car with their daughter, 
described as a special time with her. At the same time, Meri taught Alec how to look for items in 
the store, compare prices, and celebrate his ability to learn market skills. She explained that Alec 
felt proud and consistently kissed and hugged his mother, appreciating this time together. I 
recognized that learning to food shop was not merely a skill to be learned. For Meri, it was an 
opportunity to teach Alec cultural knowledge of responsibility to others in his family, which was 
tied to their family’s Latino values (Souto-Manning, 2009). Meri disclosed that because a 
translator was not available for the meeting, it was not clear that the teacher heard all of her ideas 
during the meeting. Moreover, now that Alec was in the high school, Meri wanted the new case 
manager to hear, first-hand, the ways they were supporting and teaching Alec at home.  
From Meri and Carlo’s description, the IEP meeting appeared to center on school skills, 
yet Meri wanted to highlight home and social skills encouraged in their family in preparing Alec 
for life. I understood Meri was sharing her view, as aligned with Dewey’s philosophy of the 
purpose of schooling as preparing one for life. Meri and Carlo described that professionals 
informed them that “mas adelante ellos quieren investigar que es lo que le gusta” [in the future 
they will investigate what Alec likes]. I recognized this as an IEP goal and connected to 
Transition Planning for those students with dis/abilities preparing to graduate from the high 
school. I understood this planning for transition as a federally mandated aspect of the IEP that is 
grounded in notions of normalcy and race. It suggests that families and students with dis/abilities 
 
127 
need assistance in identifying their child’s interests and strengths and navigating educational and 
vocational systems. Carlo and Meri understood that knowing what Alec liked was important 
because this would suggest the job Alec might pursue in the future. Thus, Carlo shared that Alec 
likes math and science and may want to have a job related to computers, while Meri thought 
Alec may want to care for others, like a doctor. I learned that Carlo made sense of these 
conversations about preparing Alec for the future by saying, “el va a convivir con otros, y en el 
futuro, se espera que el sea más independiénte” [he will live alongside others, and in the future, 
the hope is that he will become more independent]. I connected Carlo’s words to Souto-
Manning’s (2009) research describing Latino values of interdependence and familism. This 
mean/t that Carlo and Meri would teach Alec to put family first, pay attention to others, and 
develop mutual responsibility to all those in the family.   
As Meri and Carlo described their conversations with professionals during the IEP 
meeting, they seemed to struggle to find their part or role in relation to the teachers and 
therapists. I connected this to the research of Cobb (2014), who found parents faced a variety of 
barriers that hindered their involvement in special education, including power imbalances and 
knowledge of systemic processes and/or rights. Other researchers have argued that Latinx 
families of children with dis/abilities “lack the social and cultural capital that are privileged by 
hegemonic systems and needed to participate as IDEA suggests and schools expect” (Cioè-Peña, 
2020, September, p. 380). Meri and Carlo described school professionals as focused on skills, 
evaluations, procedures, and compliance as a way to prepare Alec for employment beyond 
graduation. In effect, Meri and Carlo were excluded from the process of developing Alec’s 
educational program due to factors such as language barriers and a lack of value that 
professionals put on hearing their voices or regarding them as equal partners (Aceves, 2014; 
 
128 
Montelongo, 2019). I learned that Meri and Carlo wanted to know more about what Alec was 
learning by talking to teachers and therapists focused on his development as a whole person. 
Thus, at the IEP meeting, they wanted opportunities to share how Alec was learning at home and 
what was his affective development in relation to the family and tied to their beliefs, values, and 
culture.  
Helping Alec Develop as a Person: “todo es posible” [everything is possible]  
Meri and Carlo talked about learning as connected to Alec’s social/emotional 
development and how this happens, both in school and in the home. Believing in his capacity to 
learn, Carlo described, “Alec siempre ha sobrepasado la meta” [Alec has always exceeded the 
goal]. Although the “goals have become more difficult” at the high school, Carlo knew “Alec is 
always able to do it, his brain clicks.” Further, “algo que no me sorbrende de Alec es que, aunque 
tenga sus problemitas, el siempre trabaja fuerte y está progresando, el es inteligente” [something 
that does not surprise me about Alec is that, although he has his small problems, he works hard 
and he is making progress, he is intelligent]. I recognized Carlo’s words about working hard as 
connected to the ideology of meritocracy—the notion that opportunities are attainable and 
accessible for all those that work hard. I understood Carlo was resisting “covert and overt school 
practices of acceptance and rejection of people with dis/abilities in the educational system and 
the attitudes of professionals” that result in a family’s perception of their child as being 
stigmatized as abnormal (Loukisas & Paoudi, 2016, p. 64). 
During the IEP meeting, school professionals respond to Alec’s dis/ability, Autism, and 
emphasized transition as steps to follow as a way to attain employment and achieve success in 
life. For Meri and Carlo described, “lo que Alec quiera hacer, vamos aver” [whatever he wants to 
do, we will see]. Remembering a conversation where he learned that another student took up 
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carpentry, Carlo said, “si él puede, porque no Alec” [if he is able, why not Alec]. Adding to this, 
Meri shared, “yo fui la que lo puse bien en matemática, fuí yo, de eso me encargo, porque yo lo 
quiero arriba, lo quiero ver volar” [I was the one that helped Alec move ahead in math, it was 
me, I am in charge of that because I want him on top, I want to see him fly]. I understood Meri 
and Carlo believed that everything is possible for Alec as he learns and develops as a young man. 
They responded to Alec’s disability by teaching him how to cope emotionally with changes in 
his daily life. They spoke of a recent change and how they had to help Alec adjust after Ms. 
Jessica, the special education aide, was transferred to another school. Carlo explained that Ms. 
Jessica had been with Alec for over 3 years, and so Alec said, “estoy con el corazón roto, Jessica 
no está en la escuela” [my heart is broken, Jessica is not in school]. Thinking back to that time, 
Meri shared, “todos los días yo lo miraba bien” [each day I checked on him carefully]. Carlo 
explained, “This is our third hurdle, first his diagnosis, then the second one was him going 
through school and learning as we have seen, and now he has lost somebody in his daily life.” 
Meri hoped this would not set Alec back, but she was ready because she had learned that when 
Alec feels anxious or sad, she gives him body massages as part of his sensory-diet, taught to her 
by therapists in earlier years. Meri also explained, “el le gusta el agua, se puede guedar en el 
bano por mucho tiempo y eso lo relaja” [he likes the water, he can stay in the bath for a long time 
and that relaxes him].  
I learned that Meri connects these daily hurdles and struggles to her hope that Alec 
develops into an adult. Meri articulated: 
     Quiero verlo realizado, tener una novia, tener un hijo, si puede ser un profesional, 
quiero verlo desarrolar, ante el mundo, como un niño normal. Yo se para mi, mi hijo es 
normal, pero para todo los demás, siempre ven que tiene un problema, porque si, es 
verdad, lo tiene. Pero le digo, la palabra normal, duele para uno. [I want to see him 
accomplished, have a girlfriend, have a child, if he can be a professional, I want him to 
develop in front of the world, as a ‘normal’ child. For me, my son is normal, although for 
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others, they always see him as having a problem, as he does have. But I must tell you, the 
word normal hurts.]   
In a strong tone, Meri expressed how she does not like when others say the word “no” because 
for her, the word “no” does not exist. Recalling a conversation that Meri had with a woman who 
also had a son diagnosed with Autism, she said: 
     El puede, el va ser alguien en la vida porque yo lo quiero así, mientras yo tenga esa 
idea, eso va ser así, yo estoy pensando positivo de mi hijo, y nunca voy a pensar 
negativo. [He can, he will become someone in life, because I want it like that and as long 
as I have that idea, it will be like that, I am thinking positively of my son, and never will I 
think negatively.]  
 
I recognized that Meri was pushing back against the words and perspectives of another mother 
with a child with Autism, who described her son as staying home and playing video games, and 
not able to pursue his life interests as needed to find employment and live independently. In 
contrast, Meri believed that Alec would continue to learn in school and at home and further 
develop as a young adult. This different view of the future was significant because it showed that 
there often is a “lack of shared perspective between mothers and the system designed to help 
them and their children,” given culturally based variations in family attitudes, beliefs, and 
meanings of transition into adulthood (Rueda et al., 2005, p. 411). 
In pláticas, Meri shared stories that can be understood as a string of important events in 
her life. She described Alec’s diagnosis, then recounted how she was building relationships with 
professionals to ensure communication; now in his 9th grade year, Meri voiced her goal as 
meeting with professionals to support Alec’s social/emotional and academic development. I had 
a strong sense that Meri had learned to live a story of attending to Alec’s development as a 
student, but, more importantly, as a person. Meri’s stories to live by (Clandinin, 2013) tell of her 
learning new ways of working with Alec, while holding firm to dreams for her son and pushing 




Interrupting Meri’s Story 
As we continued to talk, I learned of other issues that showed the complexities of Meri 
and Carlo’s life. Meri disclosed that she must leave the country to travel to Mexico to obtain 
proper documentation as she is designated as an undocumented immigrant. Meri said, 
“esperemos en Dios, porque las leyes cambian, día por día, y éste presidente el está molesto” [we 
hope to God, because the laws change each day, and this president is very annoyed]. Meri 
explained that it had been 19 years, and how her parents and sisters stayed and then died in 
Mexico. Meri and Carlo shared that they had made a decision to travel as a family, given the 
emotional impact this separation would have on Alec and his sister. Carlo says, “los ninos están 
muy apegados a su madre, vamos los 4, that’s it” [the children are very close to their mother and 
so the four of us will go, that’s it].  
A month later, with the onset of the coronavirus pandemic and schools closing, I began to 
wonder how Meri would come to understand the changes that would shape her life. I wondered 
how new understandings of home, school, and teacher might re-form existing stories. Given 
these interruptions in her life, knowing she must travel to Mexico, and, at the same time, having 
to attend to herself and her family during the coronavirus pandemic, Meri began to restory her 
life (Clandinin, 2013). Meri shared her own personal experience and that of her extended family 
members to show how her priorities changed in response to these interruptions in her life: 
“todavía son 5 personas de la familia en el hospital, pero aquí no viene nadie, yo tengo mis dos 
hijos, y tengo que velar por ellos” [we have five people in the hospital, but no one comes here, I 
have my two children and I must take care of them]. Then, telling of her own health and how she 




     Cuando fui al Costco y estaba vacío, no había agua ni carne, ni papel de baño. Cuando 
vi todo eso me salí y me entró una temblorína. Y después me sentí un poco deprimida de 
ver tanta muerte, y yo dije, tengo que salir de esto por mis hijos. Y después no quise ver 
noticias en la televisión. Ahora, me pongo con mis hijos en la sala y nos ponemos una 
película o los muñequitos. [When I went to Costco and everything was gone, no water, or 
meat or toilet paper, and then my body began to shake. Then I felt depressed from seeing 
so much death, and I said, I have to come out of this for my children. And then I would 
not watch the news. Now I watch television with my children, watching movies and 
cartoons.] 
 
When I pushed to learn more, Meri explained that all are at a standstill—the teachers, the 
students, and the parents: “estamos tratando de hacer todo el trabajo que ellos indiquen para que 
nuestros hijos avancen adelante [we are trying to do all the work they are suggesting so our 
children move forward]. I learned how the teachers communicate with Meri during this time of 
the coronavirus pandemic. They sent packets of work by mail to be completed by students, and 
families were advised to call with: “todas las dudas que tuvieramos, que les preguntara, a 
qualquier hora, podría llamarle a ellos para saber si había alguna duda del trabajo [all of the 
questions that we may have, we should ask them at whatever hour, if there is a doubt, about the 
work]. Meri understood this as a significant change because now she was in charge of both 
caring for and educating Alec. She began to recognize her life as Alec’s caregiver and Alec’s 
teacher in order to move Alec forward. Meri shared that teachers called every day and, in fact, 
Ms. Casalino began to speak Spanish very well, given her native language was Portuguese. Meri 
revealed that professionals said they were especially worried about students who are special. I 
remembered earlier conversations when Meri pushed against terms such as “normal” used by 
professionals to describe Alec. I understood that Meri was experiencing this term “special” as 
part of a recurring theme of being normal. I connected Meri’s observations about words used by 
others as related to studies that show “the usual badges of dis/ability, class, race, and other 
differences, do not fully explain the experiences of children with dis/abilities and their families at 
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their intersections” (Hernandez-Saca et al., 2018, p. 306). Now that she was both the caregiver 
and the educator, Meri’s stories about her son and his learning started to change as she 
recognized the crucial role she played in her son’s education and development. By listening 
closely to Meri’s stories, I began to learn the ways that Meri was changing the meaning of 
special, as used by Alec’s teachers, to mean the many ways Alex was the same and different 
from others.  
Later, Meri described the family’s experience of contracting the coronavirus. In detail, 
Meri articulated how her husband and then her son became ill and recovered from the illness. 
Meri’s stories described how she made sense of the crisis and how she began to see herself as a 
survivor.   
     Estamos de protegernos, pero mi esposo no paro de trabajar y en la compañía donde  
el trabaja el papa del jefe de el cojió coronavirus. Y después, a los dos días empezó el 
esposo mío, dijo que le dolía mucho el cuerpo y entonces hablamos con la doctora y le 
dijo que era el coronavirus. Y al segundo día de que el se emfermó, empece yo a sentirme 
mal. Me dolían mucho los huesos del cuerpo y me empezó prender la fiebre. [We were 
protecting ourselves, but my husband did not stop working, and in the company where he 
works, the father of the boss contracted coronavirus. Then after two days, he said his 
body ached and we spoke to the doctor and she said it was coronavirus. Then after two 
days of his being sick, I began to feel sick. The bones of my body hurt and then the fever 
started.] 
 
I was absorbed by her telling of how the fever was a horrible experience, lasting 12 days with a 
102-degree fever, and how at times she felt she may die as she struggled to breathe. She said the 
turning moment was when she went to the hospital for the second time, and they treated her 
intravenously with medicine; then she said, “yo senti que eso me levantó, me empujó hacia 
arriba” [I felt that it elevated me, and I was pushed upwards]. When I asked how she felt now, 
Meri explained that she has lost 18 pounds and her sense of smell and taste, yet the doctors said 
it will return in 6 months. Looking back on these difficult times during her illness, she 
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recognized, “yo sentí un cambio tan grande, mi person en mi, de verdad que no se como 
explicarlo” [I felt a change so big in me, I don’t know how to explain it].  
For Meri, taking care of the family provided the coherence that held her life together. 
Now, with the worry of having to travel to Mexico to secure a legal status as she continues to be 
designated as an undocumented immigrant, compounded by her own and her family’s illness 
with the coronavirus, I began to notice a shift in how Meri began to see herself. Now, Meri was 
learning to be in charge of both Alec’s care and his schooling in their home.  
Being Alec’s Teacher: “yo le enseñé todo eso” [I taught him all of that] 
I learned that Alec’s father, Carlo, was required to go to work, and I wondered how Meri 
would take care of Alec and his sister and also help them with all the academic assignments each 
week. I learned of the added demands schools placed on families during the coronavirus 
pandemic. Meri described how she organized the assignments received and set up a daily routine 
to help Alec complete the assignments. She also described how she worked with Alec in the 
morning and in the afternoon; when his father arrived from work, he would work with Alec to 
complete the reading assignments that were presented in English only. She explained this routine 
as necessary because Alec becomes tired and “se desespera porque el tiene que escribir mucho” 
[he becomes overwhelmed because he has to write a lot].  
I had a sense that Meri was beginning to resist new practices that made their home the 
school; she said, “en vez de estar felices en la casa, se ponen de mal humor” [instead of being 
happy at home, they get in a bad mood]. Meri described how she motivated Alec to work on 
assignments by buying him candies and foods that he likes. Speaking to Alec, she said, “usted 
me va hacer bien ese trabajo y asi tienes una recompensa” [you will do the work well, and then 
you will earn a reward]. Proudly, she let me know “es una casa que yo llené de muchas cosas” [I 
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filled our home with many things]. In telling how all in the family worked hard to support Alec’s 
affective development, Meri shared that Carlo drove the family to the mountains after work or on 
the weekend, where they could spend time as a family and the children could run and play.  
Meri also described how she signed and returned all the papers giving consent for therapy 
at home, and that therapy is being provided by phone. She noted that the case manager, who 
speaks Spanish, called to make the arrangements, not the therapist. She also disclosed that none 
of the therapists working with Alec speak Spanish, and so she relies on translators to tell her 
about the skills on which they are working. I connected this to the work of Cioé-Peña (2020) that 
examined raciolinguistics and the education of EBLAD students. She suggested that the 
decisions regarding the language of instruction for EBLAD students are often made by teachers, 
school professionals, and service providers, with little to no input from the family. This decision, 
which often results in a monolingual placement, not only “impacts the linguistic practices of 
students in school but also at home, often leading to a decline in home language use for the 
child” (Cioè-Peña, 2020, p. 1). This meant that because Meri is a monolingual-Spanish speaker, 
this decision has an impact on Alec’s communication with his mother. Cioè-Peña (2020) argued 
that these “monolingual placements show erroneous perceptions and misunderstandings 
regarding language function for students labeled as disabled and can also be reflective of bias 
grounded in the student’s racial, ethnic, linguistic and dis/abled identity” (p. 13). Moreover, this 
researcher suggest/ed that families of EBLAD students may tolerate monolingual placements as 
the family perceives these practices may improve their child’s outcomes rather than reflect a 
racialized understanding of immigrant children and children with dis/abilities. I remembered that 
Meri shared how during the times of the coronavirus, she relied on Carlo to read and understand 
assignments sent to the family in English only. This meant Alec was not able to discuss his 
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assignments with his mother in the home language, suggesting a “linguistic load” (Cioè-Peña, 
2020, p. 14) created by English-only assignments for Alec. For Meri, English-only assignments 
mean mothers have a “limited capacity [to] support their children’s academic development” 
(Cioè-Peña, 2020, p. 12). Moreover, Meri’s limited English proficiency was positioned as a 
problem instead of being multilingualism as an asset.   
During the coronavirus pandemic, Meri explained the school assumed that all learning 
would occur at home, and so she felt that the responsibility of teaching Alec was placed solely on 
the family. I learned that the school had decided to send packets of assignments to those in the 
Autism program, like Alec, because of the issues of limited reliable internet connection and the 
complexity of teaching students with dis/abilities digitally. Meri described that assignments for 
each subject, provided in a large envelope, were overwhelming for Alec and herself. Moreover, 
they completed assignments which were sent back to teachers, yet they did not receive feedback 
or recognition of the work completed. Meri felt that a connection with his teacher was important 
and wished teachers would meet with Alec virtually. Meri believed that Alec’s motivation would 
improve if he talked to his teachers directly; she said, “asi puede enseñarle otro tipo de cosas y 
que el sintiera que sus maestras están allí [that way, they would teach him other types of things 
and he would feel that his teachers are there]. Knowing that teachers met virtually with other 9th 
grade students during the coronavirus pandemic, I understood that Meri was pushing against 
school practices of mailing assignment packets to students with Autism who were enrolled in the 
Autism program. Further, Meri explained that her daughter was always excited to meet with her 
teachers virtually.   
I recognized these practices as further marginalizing families based on their differences 
related to language, dis/ability, and socioeconomic background. In fact, Alec only received 
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speech therapy virtually. Although required in his IEP, he did not receive instruction from his 
special education teachers and one-to-one aide or telehealth services for Occupational Therapy, 
Physical Therapy, and Behavioral Therapy. As a consequence of the limited supports and 
instruction provided by the school district during the coronavirus pandemic, Meri shared that 
Alec was often not motivated to work on written assignments; therefore, she had to pressure Alec 
a bit to get his work done correctly. Amidst the lack of support she experienced from school 
professionals, Meri felt proud that she always found ways to reward him for completing 
assignments. 
     Yo le estoy enseñado que el tiene que separar las palabras y tiene que dejar un espacio 
y mire, que el ha aprendido mucho de eso. Yo se como ensenarle y manejarle porque 
estamos cocinando y lavando aquí en casa y el sabe organizar sus gavetas. La maestra 
esta muy sorprendida. [I am teaching him that he must separate the words and leave a 
space and imagine he has learned a lot about that. I know how to teach and motivate him 
because he is cooking and washing clothes here in the house and he knows how to 
organize his drawers. His teacher is very surprised.] 
 
Thinking of the time that Meri was sick with the coronavirus, I wondered how she was 
able to care for her children being so ill. Meri explained how difficult it had been, but she would 
get up to make food for the kids and then return to bed. She shared that Alec had lost a lot of 
time from his schoolwork.   
     Pero, ahora la letra la escribe muy bonita muy clarita, que uno le entiende 
perfectamente lo que el esta escribiendo. Yo le ensené todo eso. El sabe leer, yo le 
pregunto que leistes, y el me dice. Y yo le digo, mira para ya, estas aprendiendo a leer 
mejor. [But now, his writing is very nice and clear and one can understand what he is 
writing. I taught him all of that. He knows how to read, and I ask him what did you read 
and he tells me. Then I tell him, look at that, you are learning to read better.] 
 
I understood that the curriculum for students in the Autism program continued to focus 
on penmanship and further developed, given Occupational Therapy services. Therefore, Alec 
was not evaluated for Assistive Technology as computers were not used for learning in his class. 
Instead, Alec’s IEP suggested that computer software be used to reward him via games for 
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assignments completed. I recognized this approach as heavily grounded in Positive Behavioral 
Approaches prevalent in the programs created for students with Autism.   
I remembered that Meri shared that Alec’s classroom was separate, in the basement of the 
high school, which was justified as providing ample space for the numerous therapies and 
interventions needed to serve students labeled as Autistic. Alec’s IEP read “symptomatic patterns 
are adversely impacting Alec’s learning to a degree that warrants the continuation of 
individualized support via a highly structured special education program. In addition, Alec 
requires socioemotional support and life skills training, Therefore, this program was considered 
the least restrictive placement at this time. As a professional working with students labeled with 
dis/abilities, I recognized this description as typically written in the IEPs of students in the 
Autism program who are segregated and taught separately within the high school. I connected 
this to research that showed how the social constructions of race and ability hold material and 
psychological consequences for Alec. I recognized how students from this urban public school 
district, who are largely of Latinx backgrounds and labeled as dis/abled, are impacted by the 
social construction of particular identity markers such as race and ability. Alec’s segregation, 
similar to other black and brown students labeled with a dis/ability, “would be illegal if based 
upon race, but is allowed because dis/ability is seen as a real rather than a constructed 
difference” (Annamma et al., 2013, p. 13).  
In pláticas with Meri, I learned that Meri’s story is one of being and becoming a mother 
by drawing on her cultural and linguistic knowledge framed as Latino familial values, beliefs, 
and practices. In recounting that her parents in Mexico prepared her to work on the “finca” 
[farm] family business, Meri shared that she was determined to focus on education and 
opportunity in building her own family with Carlo. As an advocate for Alec, she positioned  
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their family as a priority, promoting values of familism and interdependence. This meant that 
Meri was attentive not only to Alec’s academic learning but also to his affective development, 
where Alec was positioned as an integral family member. In relation to school professionals, 
Meri assumed responsibility for reinforcing learning and behavioral interventions when these 
were provided at home. Meri showed how she had strong relationships, developing “confianza” 
(trust) with teachers and those who worked closely with Alec, like Ms. Jessica and home 
therapists who served as cultural brokers (Mortier et al., 2020). Most notable were Meri’s stories 
of resistance and strength in relation to words and practices of school professionals. Meri resisted 
labels of (ab)normal and special and practices that excluded her from fully participating in the 
development of Alec’s educational program (IEP). For example, Meri questioned the lack of 
information presented by teachers and therapists, the absence of a translator, and the limited 
opportunity they were given to share how Alec was developing at home in relation to the family. 
Further, Meri recognized this exclusion as related to race and dis/ability, as she made note of 
other students at the high school who were having different experiences of school. For example, 
during the coronavirus she questioned the demands the school placed on her, given practices of 
sending assignment packets in bulk to the home, with limited access to professional instruction 
and supports.   
In pláticas, Meri showed how Alec’s learning was deeply rooted in stories of family 
taking care of each other. I understood that, for Meri, caring and teaching her son, Alec, meant 
she was preparing him to become an adult who would develop into his own person; she said, “yo 
quiero verlo volar” [I want to see him soar]. With this goal of preparing Alec for life, Meri 
disclosed her own perspectives and experiences during school processes to show both the 
connections and the tensions Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities experience when 
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communicating with school professionals. Ultimately, in relation to school processes, Meri 
revealed her knowledge framed as values, beliefs, and practices that highlighted the strengths 
and ideas she brings to her conversations with school professionals. In the next chapter, Tresa 
tells her story as a Latinx mother, of Puerto Rican descent, with a child with a dis/ability and her 





LOS CUENTOS: MOTHERS SHARING THEIR ORAL HISTORIES (CASE II) 
Case II: Tresa (Delia’s Mother) 
We met in Tresa’s (pseudonym) home in her apartment on a seventh floor, a building 
among other buildings, along the highway. We met in her home the first two times and by phone 
for the last two meetings. During the coronavirus pandemic, Tresa preferred to talk on the phone 
instead of a videocall, explaining the children were using the computers provided by the school. 
Tresa invited me to sit in the living room of her two-bedroom apartment, and we both sat on her 
couch. In the form of pláticas, Tresa’s described her everyday lived experiences in relation to 
Delia, her family, and school professionals (Garcia & Mireles-Rios, 2020). Tresa shared, “I’m 
from the Bronx in New York, and my family is originally from Puerto Rico, specifically the 
towns of Ponce and Mayaguez.” In the Bronx, as a child herself, she expressed fond memories of 
that time when her maternal grandmother, aunt, and cousins all lived on the same floor. She 
explained that her Puerto Rican grandmother and aunt had the greatest influence in her life. 
Later, during our fourth plática, Tresa shared that her Puerto Rican grandmother had passed 
away, and family tensions were exposed at the recent funeral service. In those earlier years, 
Tresa explained that her mother moved their family from state to state, with New Jersey being 
the last place where she has lived since her sophomore year in high school. She disclosed that 
learning was often difficult for her, and so she did not graduate from high school but went to 






A Good Mom: Listening and Talking to Her Children  
Tresa spoke about her family: “I have four kids and their father, he’s Black.” She 
explained that everyone knows her husband here in this city in New Jersey, and that is why they 
have remained here for so long. On the other hand, Tresa stated: 
     It kinda sucks because everywhere my kids go, they say, I know you, you can’t do 
this, which is a good thing and bad thing because people assume that they can just come 
up to my kids and talk to them. And I really believe in that kidnapping stuff, it’s often 
people close to your family, and that’s why I am overprotective, and all over my kids.   
 
Different from how she moved from state to state as a child, I understood that Tresa was 
describing how, as a mother herself, she made a decision to live in one place while being 
attentive to her children’s safety. I also learned that by staying in this city, Tresa was honoring 
her Latinx values of familism (Souto-Manning, 2009) that places family as a priority. Tresa 
wanted her children to have cousins who live nearby and come to visit often as she did during 
her own upbringing. I began to notice the tension in Tresa’s voice when talking about past events 
as related to her mother. Specifically, when she spoke of the many family members who 
remained in Puerto Rico, she revealed, “When I was two years old, my aunt wanted to keep me 
in Puerto Rico.” As if she were talking to her mother, Tresa said, “You should have left me.” I 
had a sense that Tresa believed her life may have been different if she had lived in Puerto Rico or 
in the Bronx with her extended family. I recognized that she had developed strong Latinx values 
of familism rooted in the time she spent with her Puerto Rican extended family (Souto-Manning, 
2009). I wondered what other memories related to her mother remained silent, and later in our 
conversation, feeling emotional and visibly upset, Tresa described her mother:  
     She was abusive because she didn’t want us. She mentioned it plenty of times. Put it 
like this, my last butt whipping, I am trying to use the correct words, was a hammer to 
my head. She didn’t really care about us. That is why I’m different with my kids. I told 
them that I didn’t want to have kids, because I didn’t want them to grow up in a world 
like this. But they changed me, so I always want to be there for them.  
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I began to understand how Tresa’s stories of being a good mom who listens and talks to her 
children were described by Tresa as different from how she was raised by her own mother.  
In telling of her children, Tresa described, “I’m on top of them and want them to do 
something more.” Then, Tresa explained that her oldest daughter, Elisa (pseudonym), graduated 
in June and began her training for the Army. With tears in her eyes, Tresa shared, “She likes it, 
no, she loves it, she’s right on, I can’t talk about it.” I learned that Elisa now lives in Oklahoma, 
and Tresa and the family miss her immensely. Describing her second daughter, Delia 
(pseudonym), now in the 11th grade, she said that she has learned to speak the Korean language, 
likes to watch Anime productions on the internet, and wants to travel to Korea. Tresa also told of 
her son in high school and how he wants to go to the Navy, and finally, her youngest daughter in 
the 7th grade who loves to run track and wants to be a professional athlete. Thinking of her two 
children who are interested in the armed services, Tresa shared: 
     It’s kinda crazy because my husband’s family, his grandfather and his father and uncle 
were all in World War I and II, and even though we didn’t raise them up that way, they 
ended up following in those footsteps anyway.  
 
I began to understand Tresa was telling stories of her family as involved in schooling, setting 
goals, and following in the footsteps of others who came before. Yet these stories of her children 
and schooling continued to be connected to Tresa’s stories about the way she listened and talked 
to her children. Thinking back to Delia’s younger years in school, when she first received special 
education services, Tresa described:  
     I don’t remember when she was first disabled because she was in second grade and we 
left her back, because I felt she needed an extra year to learn. I thought, by the time she 
graduates from high school, she should be 18, so like it doesn’t matter. She’s been on 
medication since that age, for her ADHD, her attention. She was messing up a lot, but 




Then, Tresa explained that back when Delia was in the 7th grade, she voiced, “I don’t want  
to be on the pills no more.” Understanding this to mean the pills prescribed for ADHD, Tresa 
responded with “I will always talk to you, just tell me, and we will get you off the medications.” 
Tresa revealed that “Delia takes her medication, only for here and there, to keep her focus.” In 
this conversation, I also learned that Tresa compared herself to other parents who do not talk to 
their children about their medication.  
     I don’t think kids should take medication without knowing what they’re taking. 
Parents need to talk to their kids. Like sometimes my children take their pills and 
sometimes they don’t. When they feel like they’re slipping, we talk, and then they take 
their pills again.  
 
As I listened to Tresa, I began to see how these stories of good versus bad mothers were 
also connected to her stories of doctors. In thinking of Delia’s psychiatrist, Tresa described that a 
good doctor always knows a child’s name, and a bad doctor is one who does not make a 
connection with a child and does not understand the problem. Looking back in time, Tresa 
recounted the details of the time her son was sick with appendicitis. She understood their 
pediatrician as a good doctor who “took care of things, especially when Delia had a seizure and 
had to stay in the hospital for a whole month.” For Tresa, both doctors—the psychiatrist and the 
pediatrician—illustrated the qualities of professionals who work hard to develop relationships 
with the child and the family.   
I had a sense that over time, Tresa had become accustomed to listening and talking to her 
children’s doctors as well as to her children about their medications. I understood that listening 
and talking to those in her life were important to Tresa, and was becoming one of the important 
stories that she lived by (Clandinin, 2013). Remembering how Tresa described her experiences 
with her mother, I understood that Tresa had fought and positioned herself as a good mother in 
light of her own lived experiences with her mother.  
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Tresa revealed that listening carefully to her children to understand how they were 
experiencing learning in school mattered to her. She shared that having a child who receives 
special education in the high school is difficult; nevertheless, “Delia is still involved with the 
child study team at school because Delia says she feels she still needs their help.” To further 
describe Delia’s experience at school, Tresa let me know: 
     I listen to my kids a lot, they feel its separate, in a way segregated, it is different. They 
know what it is like. It’s difficult for their friends to see them in a separate class. They 
know if you belong to a regular class, so Delia hates the fact that she is in a self-
contained class this year, actually separate. She hates that in those small classes, the kids 
are taking medication and often act up.   
 
Remembering that Delia was in the 11th grade, I had a sense that learning about Delia’s 
experience of learning could be traced back to the many conversations they had grounded in 
Tresa’s desire that Delia complete high school and not drop out as she had. Thus, Tresa 
emphasized that Delia wanted help with learning; however, she was experiencing her smaller 
classes as bringing attention to her as different from her friends and also frustrating because 
other students disrupted her learning during class. I recognized that Delia was experiencing 
stigma from being in special education classes. To show her understanding of self-contained 
classes, Tresa described the connections between Delia’s learning and her son’s learning. Tresa 
gave an example: 
     My son has dyslexia and dysgraphia and needs to learn at a different pace than Delia. 
Although Delia is in a self-contained class too, she likes to go fast. Delia feels like if you 
put a group together and they all have different disabilities in one small class, some kids 
are slow learning and some are faster. And so, they can’t learn because, one has to go 
backwards and one has to go fast to learn. 
 
I connected Tresa’s stories to research that showed that educational ideologies and practices are 
deeply rooted in hegemonic discourses that conceptualize special education as a place rather than 
as the delivery of educational services (Connor & Ferri, 2007). Tresa’s understanding of special 
 
146 
education provided in a small class upholds the practice of educating children with dis/abilities 
separately with limited access to equitable educational opportunities. Comparing Delia’s stories 
to her own schooling in her younger years, Tresa explained: 
     This is different from when I went to school, I learned about the presidents, states and 
even about stars. Delia can’t learn, and I don’t like laptops because there is no learning. 
All they have to do is search it on Google, and there it is. 
 
Tresa worried that being in these small special education classes, connected to a disability 
category, would tell Delia what she is able or not able to do in the future.  
     Delia has a lot on her plate, but she is maintaining it, and likes it. And even though she 
has grown so much, people see her and put her into a disability category saying that she is 
not going to make it. I don’t like that.  
 
Tresa stated that she was most concerned about how the high school would prepare her daughter 
to graduate and go to college. She described that she wants Delia to have a strong work ethic, 
telling her to “do everything now and stay on top of things, you have to push yourself in school.” 
In a later conversation, Tresa shared that Delia wants to go to a local college that is connected to 
a school in Korea.  
Meeting with Professionals: “I ask questions to show Delia how to do the same” 
Thinking back to conversations with school professionals, Tresa described, “My daughter 
is shy, and she is like most kids that always say they’re good, even if they’re not, because they 
don’t want to look different. Delia needs to learn people skills and how to communicate with 
others.” Thus, Tresa described how she was preparing Delia to ask questions as a way to 
advocate for herself. The IEP meeting took place in an office at the high school, just before the 
time of the coronavirus pandemic. Tresa said professionals talked about Delia’s grades because 
they had dropped during the second marking period, and this was unlike her previous 
performance in school. She explained that Delia felt sad because her older sister, Elisa, moved to 
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Oklahoma to begin her military training. This had been a significant change for Delia, and now 
she was feeling happier as she started to communicate with Elisa more regularly. From Tresa’s 
tone, I understood that she may have seen this as an opportunity for her to talk about her family 
and to show how she attends to Delia’s affective development. 
When the special education professionals began to ask questions about Delia’s classwork, 
Tresa asked that she join them at the IEP meeting. Tresa shared:  
     I make sure, all my kids are involved in their IEP. I need them to do that because I 
can’t always be there, God forbid I pass away, because he [father] doesn’t know what to 
do, and so at least the kids always know.  
 
Recalling a previous meeting, Tresa explained that school professionals wanted Delia to remain 
in small classes or self-contained classes. However, Delia wanted to move up to regular classes, 
feeling that students in her class were holding her back because they were working at a slow 
pace. In fact, Delia said she could do more than teachers expected. Souto-Manning and Swick 
(2006) invites teachers to consider a student’s and family’s strengths as a resource in the 
classroom. This research proposed that teachers celebrate cultures, backgrounds, and learning 
styles as a way to refute cultural deficit models and perspectives. Remembering the first time 
Delia was in a regular class, Tresa shared: 
     I don’t know if she wants it next year, it’s up to her. Delia has done fine in a regular, 
instead of a special class, it was hard, like constant working, but then she got used to it, 
and she liked it. She wants to take a Psychology class, but it’s not offered to students in 
special classes. 
 
I recognized this wording—regular versus special class, as described in the research to show that 
the special education designation is experienced as stigmatizing and resisted by families based 
on a family’s distinctive definitions, beliefs, and perspectives about dis/ability (Green et al., 
2005). Tresa shared that Delia was receiving special education because of her medical diagnosis 
of ADHD. From Tresa’s description, I understood that Delia used these terms often, and this 
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showed how educational discourses and practices emphasize disability as a deficit needing 
remediation (Lalvani, 2015). Other studies have shown that a diagnosis of a neurodevelopmental 
disorder (NDD) such as Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) results in increased 
caretaking demands on parents, compared to those raising typically developing children. For 
example, Mercado et al. (2020) showed that Hispanic/Latinx mothers who have a child with 
NDD are at higher risk of depression, compared to non-Hispanic White mothers. Yet, this 
research highlighted that familial values intrinsic to the Hispanic/Latinx culture ameliorate the 
stress and burden experienced. High levels of “familism among Latinx caregivers have been 
linked to lower rates of internalizing symptoms and familism has served as a buffer against 
negative outcomes associated with caregiving” (Mercado et al., 2020, p. 2).  
In these stories of Tresa and Delia with professionals at the IEP meeting, I began to 
understand that Tresa was showing Delia how to communicate with school professionals and 
how to advocate for herself. She explained: 
     I’m always on top of it, and always ask a lot of questions and then they help you more. 
It’s like a two-way street, if you don’t ask questions, they won’t have no answers for you. 
I let Delia answer a lot of questions because she’s 17 years old and she has to learn to 
answer questions. I tell Delia, it’s your life, not mine.  
 
At the IEP meeting, Tresa explained that professionals talked about Delia’s dis/ability by asking, 
“Is she taking her medicine?” By asking if Delia was taking her medication, professionals were 
connecting medication, prescribed for ADHD, to improved attention and performance in the 
classroom. I recognized this practice as problematic because taking medication is a personal and 
familial decision. Therefore, these practices work to disqualify family beliefs about taking 
medications, decisions made based on the way their child experiences the medication as altering 
their mood, appetite, or alertness. Trainor (2010) found that across racial and ethnic groups, 
families questioned the accuracy and usefulness of dis/ability labels and approaches such as 
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medication to solve their children’s learning difficulties. By listening carefully, I learned that 
professionals did not ask Delia how she was experiencing her medication. Tresa shared:  
     She takes it every day, but she doesn’t like how she feels on it. When she’s on it, she’s 
antisocial and she doesn’t like it, she stays focused on what she is doing, but she looks 
mad, and gets mad when others ask her about her being mad. She doesn’t like that, 
people asking if she is ok.  
 
I wondered about other questions or topics that were discussed at the IEP meeting and 
Tresa said, “They only want to see that I am trying to guide her in the right way, like the time she 
needed more credits for college, they agreed with me and said, yes, listen to your mother.” 
However, most often,  
I feel they just tell me what they are going to do. Many times, I’ve had conversations 
during the IEP meeting about my goals for Delia, and then give my opinion, but after the 
meeting is over, nothing is getting done.  
 
Tresa explained that she wanted to participate in the meeting, but she had experienced school 
professionals as not being receptive to her ideas. I understood Tresa was experiencing a power 
differential between herself as a mother and school professionals. Cioè-Peña (2020) showed that 
Latinx mothers of children labeled with a disability share that IEP meetings are typically focused 
on procedures, positioning mothers as gathering information rather than contributing to decisions 
made. Similar to Tresa, these Latinx mothers internalized the idea that they were not equal IEP 
members and, therefore, they were unable to shape IEP agendas, given their role as a listener. 
This school practice and Tresa’s lived experience can be used to “challenge hypocrisies 
embedded in traditional hegemonic forms of parent involvement, to interrupt the deficit-based 
research” that labels families as deficit-ridden and inferior (Fennimore, 2017, p. 160).  
In pláticas during the coronavirus pandemic, I became intrigued with the ways Tresa 
continued to take notice of how Delia was experiencing school, to then show Delia how to ask 
questions about her assignments. Tresa let me know that teachers were not teaching virtually or 
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on Zoom, and all assignments were just posted online. This meant students had to complete 
assignments on their own. In thinking about what Delia needed to learn, Tresa explained: 
Her grades were good, but Delia said she didn’t learn anything this year. Delia says she 
misses her books and school, and needs help with the assignments. Teachers gave them 
assignments and they had to figure it out, and weren’t told if it was right or wrong.  
 
Recalling conversations on the phone with teachers and Tresa where Delia was also present, 
Tresa noted that a male teacher said Delia was failing, but when he reviewed the grades again, he 
called back to explain that Delia was passing. Tresa felt frustrated that this male teacher was not 
making an effort to develop a relationship with Delia. She described Delia as experiencing much 
anxiety, only to learn that the teacher had misread the grades. Researchers Hernández-Saca et al. 
(2018) illuminated the discourses of school professionals at the “intersection of disability, race 
and gender that construct identities that lead to the erasure of people’s personhood and 
humanity” (p. 297). Thinking about other school professionals, Tresa explained that teachers 
should be more like the coaches: 
     Delia really misses track and her coaches. I like coaches more than teachers because 
Delia’s coach was like a mom figure. Coaches listen and talk to students and they take 
the time to get to know them as a person.   
 
I connected this to previous conversations, when Tresa explained that listening and talking to her 
children are important. Grounded in Latinx values, Tresa valued relationship building, and 
recognition for Delia’s accomplishments also mattered to Tresa. In relation to her teachers, Tresa 
wanted Delia to experience “confianza,” a feeling of mutual trust with teachers based on 
reciprocal practices (Harlin & Souto-Manning, 2009). For example, in June, Delia was so happy 
because she received a track award from her coach, and it was featured on a YouTube video. 
Drawing on her Latinx cultural values, Tresa was happy that teachers were paying attention and 
honoring Delia, and she believed that all teachers should strive to know her daughter personally.  
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Tresa’s stories, as a Latinx mother of a daughter with a dis/ability, showed how she 
attends closely to Delia’s learning and her affective development, grounded in her cultural values 
and beliefs. I made sense of Tresa’s request for relationships with teachers and school 
professionals as aligned with research that described how school professionals miss opportunities 
to build relationships with families and students with dis/abilities from low socioeconomic 
backgrounds. In these contexts, dis/ability is “intersectionally constructed within dominant 
sociohistorical discourse and practice in U.S. schools that stem from legacies of oppression and 
injustice (Hernandez-Saca et al., 2018, p. 304).  
Interruptions in Tresa’s Story: “I know everything is difficult” 
In pláticas, Tresa’s stories began to describe how things shifted and changed for her 
during this coronavirus time, when they were all confined to their home. Tresa began by telling 
how her family had not left their apartment for a month’s time. She explained how it was 
particularly difficult for the children as they missed going to school and seeing their friends. 
Having a weak immune system, Tresa was afraid to enter the hallway to use the elevator of their 
building. Despite feeling worried, Tresa explained how she maintained a daily routine for the 
children to complete their schoolwork. She told me, “They still wake up and I help them get 
ready, they barely eat breakfast and then by 8:30 they are all online for school.” Tresa also 
shared how she and Delia talked to teachers who called and how Delia was keeping up with her 
assignments.  
As a mother myself, I was captivated by the ways Tresa was caring for and also attending 
to her children’s schooling at home. Tresa said:  
     Yeah, I think I do that so much because I didn’t have it growing up, like I said, my 
mother was abusive and she’s proud of it. She felt like she wanted to know everything, 
and anything I did, was wrong. The only ones that paid attention to us were my Puerto 
Rican grandmother and aunt. But every time my aunt got close to us, we disappeared to 
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another state with my father. We have been traveling our whole lives from state to state. 
My father was with us the first couple of times, but when we went to Florida, he was 
gone. 
 
I recognized this as a repeated topic that continued to position Tresa as a mom, in relation to her 
own mother, when she was growing up. In essence, Tresa was authoring her own narrative in 
ways that juxtaposed her life and the choices she lived by against her mom’s life, contesting and 
trying to personify being a good mom. She understood herself as a good mom with qualities of 
listening and attending to her children, distinctly different from how her mother was with her as 
a child. In these conversations, during the coronavirus pandemic, Tresa began to provide more 
stories and details of her past, to show the lasting impact of her moving from state to state and 
the lost connection she had experienced once her father left the family. Linking the past with this 
current period, Tresa explained that her mother has not been involved in her kids’ lives. “I didn’t 
want her to be, my kids know her, but she’s no different now. There are reasons why I don’t 
leave my kids with my mother.” Pausing and then slow to speak, Tresa shared that “he [husband] 
doesn’t see it that way.” Thinking of a previous conversation when Tresa described her 
husband’s family in relation to her children saying they were following in his family’s footsteps 
in choosing a career in the military, I realized this topic was complicated for Tresa and her 
husband.  
Although Tresa continued to share stories of listening and talking to her children, I 
noticed a struggle in maintaining a consistency with the stories told at previous times. Tresa 
expressed how she “tries to understand where they are coming from” and knows that Delia 
“wants to go out to run and socialize with her friends from the track team.” I understood that 
while Tresa was attending to Delia’s feelings at this time, she was also thinking back to her own 
childhood and said:  
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     I have to provide structure in my home and have rules, but without the abuse that I 
experienced growing up. I tell them, I know everything is hard and difficult, but I don’t 
trust others, with everything that is still going on with the coronavirus.  
 
She explained that some people in their neighborhood did not heed the advice of the governor 
and so refuse to wear masks when they walk outside. Considering Delia’s need to feel connected 
to friends, and in light of the requirements for social distancing required during the coronavirus 
pandemic, I learned that Tresa invited her brother to visit them by standing outside of their 
apartment.  
     My brother lives in New York and he comes out here and he says hello to us from 
outside the window. I don’t want him in the house because New York is worse. I’m on 
the phone, he’s waving, we get to see them, and I get to see his kids.  
 
I understood Tresa was drawing on her Latinx cultural values of familism by prioritizing her 
children’s connection to their cousins. Tresa understood her children as being social like their 
father, yet she was mindful of their health and safety. She shared that she talked to her daughter 
about the precautions as important, especially during this time of both the coronavirus pandemic 
and the Black Lives Matter protests. Tresa shared that she talked to Delia about the protests 
because Delia identifies as both Latinx and Black. I recognized that Tresa was referring to the 
Black Lives Matter movement, grounded in the historical conceptualization of Black bodies as 
more primitive and less developed than White bodies. Tresa recounted her conversation with 
Delia: 
     I don’t care about you going to the beach, you will have your fun after this is over. 
Live your best life when you can afford to live your best life. Because right now with 
everything that is going on with the protests out there, and here where we live, nobody is 
wearing a mask, and thinking it’s over, but it’s not. There are spikes in cases going up. 
Everybody believes it’s a joke and then people are getting sick.  
 
From these stories, I learned that Tresa continues to live by stories of herself as being a good 
mom who listens and talks to her children. I also understood how these experiences were lived 
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alongside publicly circulating stories in response to current health and political tensions. The 
stories that emerged were important as they were shaping the way Tresa understood herself as 
being and becoming at the intersection of gender, race, and culture.  
Teaching about Values and Beliefs: “Pray for your sister, the military, for the cops”   
Thinking of the current times, of the coronavirus pandemic and national activism, Tresa 
described her brother in New York and her mother as helping her understand the way she was 
raising her children in this present time. Contemplating her relationship with her brother, Tresa 
shared, “Because we grew up in an abusive household, not everyone turned out good.” Narrating 
a recent visit with her brother, Tresa added: 
     My brother was telling my kids, especially my son, you are the man, god forbid your 
father passed away, you’ll have to make sure your sisters are good. So, all of you look at 
your older sister, she’s somebody you want to look up to. With everything that’s going on 
in this world right now, there’s too much chaos, so the right thing to do is to stay in 
school, do what you have to do. If your mother has you on lockdown, she’s doing it for a 
reason. 
 
I understand this story as Tresa making sense of the ways she lives her life in relation to 
extended family members, especially during these times of the coronavirus. These stories are 
connected and shaped by previous experiences of growing up in an abusive household and also 
show the ways Tresa’s family members come together.   
     I think we have a bond to the point that nobody’s going to mess with us, like we’re 
together, regardless of who is in our lives. And that’s the bond that I want my kids to 
have, like no matter what they’re doing in life, they can always pick up the phone and 
call on each other and rely on each other.  
 
In thinking about the bond created between her and her siblings, I noticed that Tresa began to tell 
other stories of her mother and her upbringing. Tracing back to her younger self, Tresa explained 
that her life was also shaped by going to church and learning about race. She revealed that 
“although my life wasn’t good, my mother did a lot of things? I did go to church a lot. I do 
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believe in a lot of words from the Bible? I never wanted to have kids, but if God blessed me with 
kids, I was going to show them the right way. Like to be humble.” I learned that her thinking has 
also been shaped by cultural narratives about race as she identifies as Latinx and her children 
identify as biracial. Thinking back to their trip to Oklahoma, Tresa informed me: 
     When we traveled, we seen racism completely, like full blown racism. Now, here in 
New York there are so many cultures and we talk to so many different people. But it’s 
segregated too, like you see blacks here and Spanish there. Unfortunately, that how it is. I 
never wanted my kids to see that, especially because they are biracial. I want them to see 
people for who they are, not because of the color of their skin.   
 
I drew from the work of Solorzano and Bernal (2001), who showed Latinx students as living 
between and within layers of subordination based on race, class, gender, and language so that 
these students do not fit neatly into a single category. This also means that students of color, like 
Delia, who have been labeled with dis/abilities, live in this same complex world where they do 
not fit neatly into any one category. This positioning reveals ways in which racism and ableism 
inform and rely upon each other in interdependent ways (Annamma et al., 2013).  
Tresa explained that she does not shy away from having these talks with her children 
during these days because “that’s something my mother showed us, she never really made us see, 
like, our race, like more superior than anybody else. I also think going to church when I was 
younger, really made me see things differently.” From these stories describing church and the 
words from the Bible, and racism as the segregation noticed in Oklahoma, I learned that Tresa’s 
stories about family today are tied to stories about her Latinx cultural values, race, and religion 
from earlier times in her life. By looking back, these stories showed that Tresa has begun to 
understand her mother as also influencing her in positive ways—for example, helping her 
develop understandings about her Latinx culture, race, and religion. I understood Tresa was 
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drawing on cultural intuition (Delgado Bernal, 2002) to teach her own children about Latinx 
values of familism and interdependence.  
In a later conversation in June, in relation to the coronavirus pandemic and the Black 
Lives Matter protests, Tresa advised that in school, her daughter needs to learn more about 
politics and the world. Thinking back to her own schooling, Tresa explained, “Delia wants to 
learn from textbooks.” She also explained that kids are “subjected to certain learning, certain 
topics and so kids begin to talk and say things like false information.” Tresa disclosed stories 
about the way she talked to Delia about issues of race and politics: 
     Delia is biracial and she feels like, even though they are taking down all these statues 
in cities, she doesn’t believe in trying to cut police funds. Delia thinks that instead of 
taking and destroying what makes this country what it is like, you can’t fault people for 
their time period, and we can’t destroy people’s histories.  
 
Tresa gave an example: “Abraham Lincoln freed the slaves, but others say he was also a slave 
owner. Everybody went through something in their life. We should make new history, like put up 
history to make change.” Tresa connected this talk about history to race and said that her 
daughter Delia is of Polish, German, Black, and Puerto Rican descent. She described her 
thinking further: 
     All races have some bad to it. And Delia understands because she says I am all races, 
I’m tired of all the negativity and don’t understand why a lot of Black people say, you 
can’t invite this person to the barbecue, they’re white. My skin is white, but I’m Black so 
what does that mean.  
 
Through these conversations, I learned Tresa encourages Delia to “pay no mind to no 
ignorant conversation like that because it’s just putting hate on top of hate.” She also explained 
how Delia is scared about what is going on with the protests and the military because her sister is 
in the military. Delia questioned her saying if they take away our defense, what is going to 
happen to us” Calling on her faith, Tresa told Delia, “We all have to pray for your sister, the 
 
157 
military, for the cops, pray for everybody, and that’s what they have to do together.” Then, 
returning to the topic of teachers and school, Tresa said, “The new generation is coming, they 
don’t know what’s going on in the world, other than what they see in the media.” Tresa let me 
know: 
     A lot of things I’ve seen on the media, is such a lie, it’s garbage. For example, I did 
research on one story, and the lady was just defending herself against a person saying, 
Black Lives Matter. It’s all in the video, to see what is really going on. Critique the media 
and don’t take other’s word for it, that why Delia is learning to question everything.  
 
Most importantly, Tresa’s words exposed her thinking and perspective about race and told how 
she identifies herself. Bonilla-Silva (2004) suggested that in the case of U.S. race relations, some 
Latino persons position themselves as a buffer group standing between the collective White and 
Black. I understand Tresa as a Latinx person positioning herself as anti-Black and holding 
perspectives held by Boricuas—a term used to denote immigrants with roots in Puerto Rican 
culture. Leonardo and Broderick (2011) argued these social groupings do not have clear features, 
but hold Whiteness as a social marker where “whiteness is transformed into commonsense, as a 
given right of the individual, enjoyed like property, by exercising and taking advantage of 
privileges coextensive with Whiteness” (p. 2210). From these stories, I learned how Tresa has 
begun to understand herself as becoming a person in relation to the times in which she is living, 
and in relation to those who are living alongside her.   
Knowing Her Children to Know Herself  
I learned how Tresa’s stories about Delia showed how Tresa saw herself in relation to her 
children. Connected to stories of listening and talking to her children about school, Tresa gave 
details about what Delia likes and plans to do in the future. She also explained that Delia has 
been involved in many activities because “I tell them to embrace things, whatever they want to 
do, I just tell them to do it.”   
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     Delia is really on top of things, she loves vegetables and fruits, and never soda. She’s 
busy with the track team because she wants to get a scholarship to college. She also likes 
to draw because she wants to become an engineer. Delia loves reading and she loves 
learning different languages. She worked in a clothing store where the family taught her 
how to speak the Korean language. She has an ear for it and can learn it. It’s amazing 
how she picked up Korean of all things. She wants to go to Korea.  
 
Related to this topic of travel, Tresa described the time when they took a road trip to Oklahoma 
as a family. Remembering the trip through her daughter’s eyes, Tresa, said, “Delia loved it, that’s 
my girl right there,” pointing to the wall case filled with Delia’s Track awards and medals. She 
explained that Delia has traveled a lot with the track team. Wondering how these track meets had 
been experienced by Tresa, she explained, “I literally obey my kids and listen to them., Delia 
feels I bring her bad luck, so I try to give her space and I don’t go.” As we continued to talk, 
Tresa shared that not only did Delia love track, but she was also in the school band and played a 
saxophone and would practice at home. Smiling and using an excited tone, Tresa expressed that 
Delia likes Art and she belonged to a school club that traveled to NYC to an art show. Thinking 
back in time to her own youth, Tresa added: 
     That stuff is what I like, to be honest, I think she gets a lot of it from me, because 
when I was younger, I liked to go to Rockefeller Center, I was into theatres and music, I 
listened to it all. I liked and still like country music.  
 
By attending carefully to Tresa’s words, I learned how Tresa tied Delia’s experiences and 
interests to herself as a mother and a person. She explained how she continues to motivate Delia 
in hopes that she will work hard so that she can have a better life than Tresa had.  
     I really don’t want my kids to become a statistic like me. Because if I would have had 
a background where my family was on top of me, like I am on top of them, I don’t think I 
would be here, where I am today. I don’t think I would have given up my life like the 
way I did.   
 
Tresa linked her story of how she motivates Delia to explain how she has influenced her son as 
well. She described her son as having both dyslexia and dysgraphia, yet he belongs to the Army 
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program at school, saying “that is crazy to imagine” Tresa connected this to the way she has told 
them “you do it,” and how this has worked to motivate and give them confidence. She described 
that she makes time and counsels them at home.  
     I am available and not too busy to help my children. I have personal time with them. 
When they want to talk about a problem, I tell them if they are down and out, no one’s 
coming to help, so I’m trying to help them.  
 
Tresa placed this thinking alongside her own experience with her mother and let me know: 
     I don’t want to be the same mother like my mother. I never had that growing up, to be 
honest I was 16 years old and my mother said, you can work. She took me out of school 
and I started working ever since. I want them to have a better chance than me. 
 
By listening intently, when Tresa said “It’s a learning process them and I,” I got a strong sense 
that these stories showed Tresa as being open to new experiences with her daughter.   
Thinking into the future, Tresa shared, “Now all I care about is my kids’ future, a real 
future,” and explained that she will continue to teach them about life lessons and life’s struggles. 
Revealing her hopes for Delia, Tresa said: 
     She wants to attend college in Korea. I want her to get what she wants, and I actually 
see her doing all the things she sets out to do. I want her to have a chance at the 
Psychology class. I want her to work, this way she knows what life is really about. I tell 
them all the time, life is difficult, life is hard, life is never going to give you what you 
want. Even if you earn it, it’s going to be hard to maintain but just always push yourself.  
 
I appreciated Tresa’s advice and perspectives about her daughter. Garcia and Mireles-Rios 
(2020) showed that Latinx parents experience a sense of responsibility to prepare their children 
for a better life than they had. Moreover, emerging scholarship in Latina feminism analyzed the 
assets in higher education within Latina household by paying attention to the mother-daughter 
relationship (Villenas, 2006). These mothers utilized advice “consejos” with their daughters to 
shape attitudes and behaviors (Delgado-Gaitán, 1994; Valdés, 1996). Mothers’ communication 
with their daughters about education is associated with increased academic motivation, higher 
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grades, and confidence (Mireles-Rios & Romo, 2014). Acevedo-Gil (2017) specified that for 
Latinx students like Delia, parents and school counselors are two sources who contribute to 
college aspirations. These researchers argued that Latinx parents contribute to their children their 
cultural knowledge of the crucial role higher education plays in success. I connected my 
understandings of Tresa’s cultural knowledge to the research that called school professionals to 
take a lifelong learning approach, in which professionals learn alongside children and families, 
making themselves vulnerable and being responsive to the multiple ideas and contributions of 
families (Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006). Being a mother myself, I told Tresa that I admired 
how she knows and boosts up her children, and so Tresa shared: 
     Like no matter who it is, if you’re in a situation and I can help you, I’m going to help 
you. They always say I should just go for Psychology or something. For some odd 
reason, I feel I can help people that way. I just never thought of anything like that. I have 
helped so many people with so many situations, it’s so unbelievable. 
 
Focused on an asset-based perspective, our pláticas worked as a healing process and 
showed Tresa’s knowledge (Garcia & Mireles-Rios, 2020). Tresa was understanding and healing 
from experiences in her own upbringing that guided her to be different by listening and talking  
to Delia about life. Drawing on her Latinx culture, Tresa modeled values of familism and 
interdependence that prioritized the family as those who help each other. In relation to school, 
Tresa wanted professionals to develop strong relationships with Delia by working closely with 
her, as previously experienced with Delia’s pediatrician, psychiatrist, and coach. However, Tresa 
did not experience school professionals as valuing her ideas during school processes such as the 
IEP meeting. Therefore, calling on Latinx cultural values and beliefs, Tresa prepared Delia to 
have a strong identity and advocate for herself during school meetings; she believed she had a 
responsibility to help Delia prepare for success in the future. In their mother-daughter 
relationship, Tresa felt empowered as she was shaping Delia’s attitudes about the social and 
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political forces of the time and giving her confidence to prepare for college and for life. 
Cultivated at home, Tresa’s conversations with Delia revealed her strengths and assets as cultural 
beliefs, values, and perspectives at the intersection of race, gender, and class. In the next chapter, 
Lina, Natalia’s mother, showed how she successfully navigates school policies around language 
and dis/ability, by drawing on her Latinx cultural beliefs and values that prioritize resilience and 





LOS CUENTOS: MOTHERS SHARING THEIR ORAL HISTORIES (CASE III) 
Case III: Lina (Natalia’s Mother) 
We met in Lina’s (pseudonym) home, a single-family residence. We met four times: 
twice in her home and, later, during the coronavirus pandemic, we met two times on the phone as 
requested by Lina. Our pláticas took place in Lina’s home as we sat at the kitchen table, in a 
room next to a living room, where her youngest daughter, Rachel (pseudonym), with a 
developmental disability (cerebral palsy) was sleeping. I recognized that our pláticas would 
unfold familial values and cultural knowledge as we made meaning across Lina’s lived 
experiences (Fierros & Delgado Bernal, 2016; González Ybarra, 2018). Lina explained that we 
would have time to talk because her daughter had returned from the center and felt tired from her 
daily therapies. As a mother and a professional who understands the impact of caring for a child 
with a dis/ability, I realized that Lina’s time was valuable, and so I was grateful that she had 
decided to meet with me. Lina narrated:  
     Nosotros somos de Azúcar de Matamoros Puebla México y nosotros ingresamos hace 
mas de 26 anos en este país. Aquí en la cuidad, mi esposo trabaja en un reciclaje, que 
desde llego, ahí empezó a trabajar. Yo tuve una niña en México que se quedó allá en 
México y ya después con el tiempo, tuvimos a mi otra hija y ya se pasaron los años y 
después traímos a mi hija de México. [We are from Azúcar de Matamoros Puebla, 
Mexico and we entered 26 years ago to this country. Here in the city, my husband works 
in a recycling plant, where he has worked since we arrived. I had a daughter in Mexico 
that stayed there in Mexico and then as time passed, we had my other daughter, and then 
as the years passed, we brought her here from Mexico.]  
 
As a professional working with families who travel from other countries, I know that 
often some family members come first; however, as a mother myself, I struggled to imagine 
separating from my child for a period of time. I learned that Lina was raised in Mexico and went 
to school in her town where she completed elementary school before she came to the United 
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States. I learned that her husband completed middle school in Mexico, and together, they have 
lived in the United States for the last 26 years. She disclosed that as undocumented immigrants, 
they continue to work on obtaining legal status. To date, a lawyer experienced in immigration 
laws has helped them remain in the United States, given they have children who are identified as 
disabled and receiving specialized services. Lina described that her siblings have also moved to 
their town, and they visit one another often. In previous years, she worked, but once their 
daughter with a developmental disability was born, Lina needed to stay home to attend to her 
daily needs while soliciting and coordinating support services. Today, her oldest daughter is now 
26 years old, her second daughter is 22 years old, Natalia (pseudonym) is 18 years old, Rachel 
has a developmental disability and is 8 years old, and their youngest daughter is 6 years old. Lina 
shared, “entonces a tener una nina especial, nos cambió la vida y mas aparte, que Natalia 
necesitaba tambien ayuda, entonces hemos estado asi” [then having a daughter with a disability, 
it changed our lives, and apart from that, Natalia needed help as well, and so this is how we have 
been]. At first, I connected Lina’s story to early research that suggested that families of children 
with dis/abilities experience prolonged psychological distress. Recently, Mercado et al. (2020) 
studied Latinx caregivers of children with a neurodevelopmental disorder (NDD) such as 
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). They suggest that the presence of an NDD 
results in increased caretaking demands on parents and caregivers, compared to those of raising 
typically developing children. This is because these parents in the caregiver role are in charge of 
accessing and coordinating multiple community services for the child, including medical 
appointments and developmental interventions, while at the same time trying to take care of 
family obligations.  
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Instead, Lina’s stories showed her experiences as aligned with recent studies that 
challenged assumptions of negative outcomes to highlight resiliency and positive adjustment 
among Latinx families. Mercado et al. (2020) have demonstrated the effect of family support in 
ameliorating the stress and burden of caring for a child with a NDD diagnosis. Family support 
and involvement are valued by Latinx caregivers as they commonly endorse the cultural value of 
familism, which shows the importance of family.  
Questioning School Policies: “En prescolar, ella entendía todo bien” [During preschool,  
she understood everything well]  
 
Lina described an earlier time, at the onset of Kindergarten, when her daughter, Natalia, 
needed a change in her program: 
     No se si fue un error, que a ella la metieron a una escuela de español porque ella 
cuando iba en preescolar, ella era en puro ingles, ella entendía todo bien. Y cuando 
empezó el Kínder, la metieron a la clase de español, bilingüe. [I don’t know if it was an 
error that they put her in a school for Spanish speakers, because when she went to 
preschool, she spoke all English, and understood everything well. And when she started 
Kindergarten, they put her in the Spanish class, bilingual.] 
 
I learned that Lina was describing the first time she experienced tension between her and school 
professionals around Natalia’s learning. She recounted, in detail, the time her family went to the 
school to request a change in Natalia’s program. Lina explained that the school principal 
continued to refer to the district’s language screening process that showed Natalia needed to 
enroll in a bilingual Kindergarten class. Lina was felt very frustrated because during preschool, 
Natalia acquired skills in English with ease, and teachers had reported that she was making 
steady progress in acquiring both academic readiness skills and English language skills as 
needed for Kindergarten. As a professional working in the district, I understood this practice of 
identifying a student’s dominant language as connected to the district’s bilingual program, a 
“dual language program that seeks to honor an authentic mother-tongue that children possess as a 
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result of immigrant heritages” (Ghiso, 2016, p. 2). However, for Lina, given her conversations 
with school professionals, this placement meant that Natalia would be required to learn to read 
and write primarily in Spanish as her dominant language, until she developed proficiency in 
English as needed to learn academic subjects using the English language. Studies have described 
these school curricular policies that seek to categorize each child as having a singular dominant 
language in order to align with the school’s dominant conception of academic literacy (Ghiso, 
2016). This practice of conceptualizing language that creates English-Spanish binaries to 
describe learning is problematic as it fails to recognize the ways children are drawing on their 
entire linguistic repertoires instead of abiding by sociopolitical boundaries of named languages 
such as English or Spanish.   
At this point, Lina did not want a bilingual placement because she perceived 
monolingualism and the monolingual English placement as leading to positive outcomes in 
school for Natalia. I understood Lina was questioning district policies around a student’s 
language, and she was experiencing the school’s decision to move Natalia to the bilingual 
program as offensive because school professionals were suggesting that her daughter was 
deficient. Describing how this would mean Natalia would fall behind her peers, Lina shared that 
this school decision appeared to be “reflective of racialized understandings of immigrant 
children” (Cioè-Peña, 2020b, p. 11). I learned that later in the 1st and 2nd grades, Natalia 
remained in the bilingual program. Lina described that she struggled to make sense of these 
specific circumstances and was finding it difficult to agree with the decisions made by school 
professionals. Multiple times, she and her husband went to the school to request a change, yet 
each time the principal argued that an exam was given to make this type of decision and it could 
not be changed.  
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At the start of the 3rd grade, Lina shared her experience of other practices in the school 
district around language development. Lina exclaimed they had moved Natalia to another school 
within the district, and again there was a change and a problem. Natalia had been forced to learn 
to read and write in Spanish in Kindergarten to 2nd grade, and now the school expected her to 
read and write in English only. I recognized this practice that expects students that enrolled in the 
bilingual program in Kindergarten to be ready to shift to an English-only curriculum in the 3rd 
grade. This district school grouped all learners as one, a practice described by researchers as 
following a “monolingual paradigm where high-stakes testing and mandated curricula privilege 
school-based literacy practices in standard English” (Ghiso, 2016, p. 2). Remembering the 
teacher’s report card that came after the first marking period, Lina made clear, “me dijeron que 
ella estaba atrasada en esa escuela” [they told me that she was behind in that school]. Teachers 
met with Lina to tell her because she had received literacy instruction primarily in Spanish, now 
Natalia was struggling to keep pace with other students in class and Natalia’s reading skills in 
English were far below grade-level expectations. Given this teacher’s information, Lina agreed 
that Natalia was having difficulties in learning because of the shift from instruction in Spanish 
and then in English. Cioè-Peña (2020a) argued that mothers believe “bilingualism is confusing 
and it is repeated (by teachers and professionals) to a mother so often that eventually it becomes 
part of her narrative” (p. 11).  
In a frustrated tone, Lina shared that the school promised to give Natalia help, “pero esa 
ayuda nunca llego” [but that help never arrived]. At this point, I understood that Lina believed 
her family had been misinformed by school professionals. Most problematic was that Lina felt 
culpable: “pues quedó así, no peleamos mas, yo creo que todo fue mi culpa” [and so, it went 
unchanged, we did not fight further and I think it was all my fault]. Calling on Urrieta (2010), 
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Lina’s feelings of failing as a parent were reflective of the ways in which systemic deficit-
framings function, leading the family to internalize these ideologies and faulting themselves for 
their own oppression.  
Thinking of Natalia and their family, Lina described the following years as very tough 
times:  
     Natalia, se sintió estresada por los trabajos de la escuela y también bajaron sus 
ánimos, porque al mismo tiempo tuvímos a mi hija que nació especial. Luego Natalia se 
fué de la casa y se fué a vivir con su tía. [Natalia felt stressed about her schoolwork and 
her motivation was low, because at the same time, my daughter was born as special. Then 
Natalia ran away from home and went to live with her aunt.] 
 
Lina shared, “mi esposo se fué a pelear con el director” [my husband went to fight with 
the principal], and he also spoke to the social worker. He demanded that the family needed her 
help, because now that their 10-year-old child, Natalia, had run away from home, the school 
social worker would be needed to help them. I understood that Lina and her family were 
experiencing a crisis at home and, drawing on their Latinx cultural values, they trusted that 
school professionals as experts would want the best for their child, akin to family, and offer their 
assistance (Souto-Manning, 2009). Lina did not share when and how often she met with the 
social worker, yet I connected Lina’s plea for the supports she felt Natalia needed to researchers 
Ferguson et al. (2014), who called for educators to listen to what families were saying about their 
interactions with school professionals. Family accounts, such as Lina’s, are essential in creating 
practices that can improve partnerships between families and educators.  
Lina explained that when Natalia was 12 years old in the 6th grade, after many years of 
seeking assistance for Natalia, school professionals finally reported that they would start the 
process to determine if Natalia was eligible for special education. Professionals determined that a 
comprehensive evaluation process was deemed necessary because now there was a history of 
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difficulties in learning, both in Spanish and English, and emerging emotional difficulties. It is not 
clear if other factors were shared with Lina that could explain why Natalia was experiencing 
difficulties with learning. For example, the focus on students in Grades 2 through 6 is to 
demonstrate mastery of grade-level skills—in Natalia’s case, using the English language only. 
For multilingual students, the pressure to perform well on high-stakes tests can result in an 
increased disability identification (Huang et al., 2020). According to Lina, thinking about 
Natalia’s success in preschool, she did not agree that Natalia had a learning disability. Lina 
believed her ability to speak and learn two languages should serve as evidence of Natalia’s 
intellectual abilities and ability to learn academic subjects. Overwhelmed by school processes,  
I understood Lina experienced Natalia being labeled as learning disabled as a decision made 
solely by school professionals. Lina’s concerns were addressed by Vogel and Garcia (2017),  
who offered translanguaging as a lens that provides a different view of bilingualism and 
multilingualism. It represents an approach to language that affirms and leverages students’ 
diverse and dynamic language practices in teaching and in learning. This view “interrogates 
colonial and modern-era language ideologies that have created and maintained linguistic, cultural 
and racial hierarchies in society that have delegitimized the language practices of those who are 
minoritized” (p. 1).  
I recognized that Lina was recounting oppressive experiences of children and their 
families at the intersection of race, language, social class, and dis/ability (Hernández-Saca et al., 
2018). Regardless, Lina acted as an advocate for Natalia. Lina explained that the family was 
ready for positive changes, and they hoped that special education would get Natalia “la ayuda” 
[the help] that she needed. Natalia was now entering the middle school (7th grade), and Lina 
exclaimed at last, “le aprobaron la ayuda” [the help was approved]. I witnessed Lina’s emotions 
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as she thought back to tell of the school processes (e.g., referral, remediation, and response to 
intervention). Then, Lina shared the process to determine that eligibility for special education 
took a long time because many evaluations were requested by school professionals (e.g., 
educational evaluation, psychological evaluation, speech and language evaluation, 
neurodevelopmental evaluation, social evaluation, and psychiatric evaluation). Further, Lina 
disclosed that the family was required to transport Natalia to specialized evaluations conducted 
in the hospital, and this was experienced as a hardship due to limited access to transportation and 
her husband’s work schedule.  
Lina disclosed, “aunque batallamos mucho buscando ayuda, la mera verdad, no hubo 
mucha ayuda” [although we fought hard, seeking help, the truth is, there wasn’t much help]. 
According to Lina, although she and her husband were in attendance, mainly school 
professionals developed the Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) which delineated that Natalia 
was to receive counseling services with the social worker, speech therapy, and classroom 
instruction from both a special education and a general education teacher. Lina shared that 
although a Spanish translator was provided for the meeting, at the same time, teachers and 
professionals were having other conversations in English. In fact, one professional who had 
spoken to her in Spanish previously did not speak Spanish at the meeting, and Lina experienced 
this as racism and discrimination. Cioè-Peña (2020, September) described that Latinx mothers 
expressed difficulties from being a Latinx monolingual-Spanish speaker trying to navigate a 
school system that was run predominantly in English, by a majority of English-only speakers. 
Lina disclosed her feelings: “una trabajadora que supuestamente ayuda, los maestros y el 
director, todos no hicieron nada para darle servicios a Natalia” [a social worker that was 
supposed to help, the teachers and the principal, all of them did nothing to give Natalia services]. 
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Lina explained that although she had signed the IEP, individual supports were not provided each 
week as she expected and as required. Similarly, Cioè-Peña (2020b) showed that Latinx mothers 
raising emergent bilingual learners, who are also identified as having difficulties with learning, 
believe that their ethnic and linguistic identity influences the way they and their child are treated 
by school professionals.  
As a strategy to improve family-school relationships, Mortier et al. (2020) offered 
cultural brokers to assist Latinx families of children dis/abilities in navigating the substantial 
barriers in the special education system. Cultural brokering means individuals work together to 
make plans that are shaped by intersecting structural forces (e.g., race, ethnicity, immigration, 
gender, poverty) to allow for shared meanings. This conceptualization of a school liaison reflects 
a family-school partnership that explicitly acknowledges the expertise of families with the 
purpose of making decisions that will directly benefit students and indirectly benefit family 
members and school professionals.    
Other scholars have also examined the intersection of race and dis/ability. To understand 
the consequences of this positioning for Lina and Natalia, Erevelles and Minear (2010) 
illustrated the value of intersectional approaches to race and dis/ability, in particular, how 
individuals experience these multiple minoritizing identities. Natalia and her mother, Lina, 
experienced school processes as limited access to educational opportunities and supports. Lina 
was requesting services (e.g., counseling) to address Natalia’s affective development, yet these 
concerns were not recognized by school professionals—in particular, the Latinx social worker 
who Lina perceived chose to speak in English at the meeting. Gillborn (2012) called for analysis 
of the deeply entrenched racism embedded within education and societal structures to show how 
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students of color and disabled, as well as their families, are positioned and experience myriad 
educational and social inequalities.  
Researchers have worked to understand the relationships between students’ cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds and the institutions of schooling, investigating issues such as structural 
barriers to achievement. Cioé-Peña (2020b) suggested a  
raciolinguistic stance that can call into question not only the framing of speakers of 
minoritized languages but also the ways in which policy-makers and policy enforcers 
(e.g., individualized educational plan team members) devalue and limit bilingual 
development of emerging bilingual students on the basis of their racial and ethnic 
background as well as their parents’ immigrant statuses. (p. 5) 
 
This researcher addressed the interplay of race and language and argued that all linguistically 
diverse children have a right to learn in their home language in order to be able to access human 
rights within their communities and families.  
In this section, Lina brought attention to the way she felt misled and described that most 
decisions regarding program placement at the IEP meeting were made without her input. Given 
school policies around language, Lina began to connect English-only as the path to Natalia’s 
success; however, this worked to delegitimize her home language. During the development of 
the IEP, Lina shared that she did not feel her ideas were recognized; in fact, her stories revealed 
instances of ethnic tension and hierarchies of power and in relation to school professionals. At 
the intersection of dis/ability, race, and language, Cioè-Peña (2020, September) can help us 
understand how Lina experienced school processes as feeling powerless, ultimately blaming 
herself for the difficulties Natalia was facing when learning in school. Regardless of her 
perceptions, Lina acted as an advocate for Natalia by meeting with school professionals, asking 




Modeling a Belief of Caring for Others: “estamos juntos” [we are together]  
On the weekend, Lina and the family often remain home to be with their daughter 
Rachel, who has a developmental disability. She only walks a few steps, “pero como ella está 
aquí con nosotros, en la sala nos sentamos, y ahí estámos juntos” [but because she is here with 
us, we sit in the living room, and there we are together]. As a mother myself, I understood Lina 
as guiding her family through challenging moments to cultivate family time in their home. 
According to Mercado et al. (2020), high levels of cultural values of familism among Hispanic/ 
Latinx caregivers have been linked to lower rates of internalizing symptoms and has been shown 
to serve as a support against negative outcomes associated with caregiving.  
The school was not providing counseling services as required in the IEP, and I learned 
that Lina took care of securing private counseling services for Natalia from the Mental Health 
Clinic, and the counselor met with Natalia weekly. Lina let me know that “Natalia quería tomar 
medicamento, pero nosotros decidímos que no” [Natalia wanted to take medication, but we 
decided that she would not]. Lina revealed that this decision to receive counseling instead of 
medication was made together with the doctor and therapist from the mental health clinic. She 
shared that many factors contributed to the way Natalia was feeling, and she believed talking 
with a counselor would help Natalia understand herself. In this story, Lina was showing how  
she took action to obtain community supports as a way of attending to Natalia’s affective 
development.  
Attentive to Natalia’s emotional well-being, Lina showed that she understood that Natalia 
needed friends, activities, and experiences similar to other teens her age. Lina’s accounts let me 
know that as a Latinx caregiver, she was endorsing Latinx cultural values to promote social 
support as familism within her family. Mercado et al. (2020) argued that a diagnosis of a 
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neurodevelopmental disorder such as ADHD, as in the case of Natalia, affects the whole family 
system. These researchers showed how the values intrinsic to the Latinx culture are associated 
with positive mental health outcomes for caregivers of Latinx background. Mothers of children 
with dis/abilities of Latinx backgrounds rely on family members for social support, and this 
perceived social support predicts low rates of anxiety and depression. This means Lina was 
promoting social supports of familism for Natalia. Lina shared that Natalia likes being part of the 
Swim Team, held mostly Saturdays, in which she has participated for 2 years. On the day we met 
for our conversation, Lina reported that, in fact, that day Natalia had a swim competition but “no 
la vamos a ver” [we are not going to see her]. Instead, their older daughter goes to the swim 
meets because they are held at another school. Lina described that Natalia also liked to go 
driving with her father, having recently taken private driving lessons and then getting her license. 
On Sunday mornings, Natalia goes to church to receive religious instruction, and she is 
motivated to attend because her friends also attend. In fact, she has many friends, and they talk 
on the phone often. Lina shared, “vemos que le gusta natacion bastante” [we can see, she really 
likes being on the swim team] because she mostly visits with those friends. Lina spoke of the 
time when Natalia’s girlfriend stayed overnight at their home: “la han venido a dejar sus papas” 
[the girls’ family came to leave her]. As a parent myself, I understood this meeting of the parents 
as an important connection between Latinx families, particularly as their children develop 
friendships.  
Lina’s narratives about Natalia and her sister, Rachel, also highlighted Lina’s Latinx 
values and beliefs of caring for one another as central in her life. Thinking of past summers and 
smiling, Lina explained that each year they go to Wildwood, New Jersey, to the beach where 
they stay for 3 days. She let me know that Natalia “le hecha ganas a sus trabajos de la escuela 
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porque no se quiere quedar atrás” [she works hard on her school assignments because she does 
not want to be left behind]. I learned that everyone in the family goes on these vacations, and so 
these times are recalled as happy times at the beach. Thinking of her daughter Rachel, Lina said:  
     Si ella puede ir, solo no la meto en el agua de la playa porque esta muy fría y ella 
allegre, pero no queremos que vaya comer agua salada. Pues, la metémos en la picína en 
el hotel de la playa. [Yes, she can go, but I don’t put her in the beach water because it is 
cold and although she is happy, we don’t want her to swallow salt water. So, we put her 
in the pool at the beach hotel.] 
 
These stories about Natalia and then of Rachel showed that Lina puts her family above all other 
concerns or wants. This revealed Latinx cultural values of interdependence, where the family’s 
interests take priority over those of the individual (Souto-Manning, 2009). Lina explained that 
“antes tuve un trabajo, pero lo deje por la nina que nació con necesidades especiales” [I worked 
before, but I left my job because of my daughter that was born with special needs]. Lina traced 
her many hospital stays with Rachel because she does not speak or walk, and she experiences 
seizures. Now, Rachel attends a school for children who have developmental disabilities in a 
neighboring town. Rachel has a nurse at school and at home because, in the past, she coughed 
and her lungs would fill up, making it difficult for her to breathe. So, they have learned that 
certain foods cause this coughing and all her food must be blended. Valuing the nurse’s help, 
Lina informed me that the family had worked tirelessly to get the nurse for Rachel because, for 
many months, one was not available.  
I wondered how Natalia helped her sister, Rachel. Lina shared, “ella es su hermana 
preferida” [she is Rachel’s favorite sister]. Lina also explained that Natalia feels badly when 
others stare at her sister, so she prefers to stay at home with her. Over time, Natalia has 
developed a strong relationship with Rachel; she cares for her when the family goes out, she 
plays and carries her, and even cleans and changes her undergarments as needed. Lina described 
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Natalia as very good with Rachel. I recognized that Lina was showing her resilience, given her 
values of familism found among Hispanic/Latinx and linked to lower rates of internalizing 
symptoms (Mercado et al., 2020). Essentially, she was showing Natalia how their Latinx culture 
values of interdependence and familism could be used to counter the stigma associated with 
caring for a child with a dis/ability—Rachel with a diagnosis of cerebral palsy. I connected this 
to research that showed the development of individual and collective strengths within a family 
system through the continuous process of negotiating life in real time with a child with a 
dis/ability. According to Drogomyretska et al. (2020), many studies have established social 
support as a critical resource for lessening the impact of stressors related to caring for a child 
with a neurodevelopmental disorder (NDD). In particular, a majority of Latin mothers caring for 
children with an Intellectual Disability reported social support networks mostly made up of 
family members (Magaña, 1999). Other studies showed how narrative accounts from a 
multigenerational family were able to capture the full range of details of daily life to illuminate 
aspects of having a child with a dis/ability, and to better understand the complexity of the 
family’s lived experiences (Mouzorourou et al., 2011). This research is valued because it helps 
us make sense of Lina’s family as making accommodations to include their daughter, Rachel, 
with a dis/ability in daily activities. Most importantly, it leads us to understand that the identity 
of a sibling, such as Natalia, is shaped by the way she understands her sibling with a dis/ability. 
Lina highlighted how Natalia learned to take care of Rachel and, in fact, how she had developed 
a strong relationship with her. 
Listening closely to these stories, I learned how Lina understood herself as modeling care 
for her family. She expressed, “siempre estoy aca, no me gusta dejarla” [I am always home, I 
don’t like leaving her]. Yet, what Lina was reporting did not reveal her experiences as a response 
 
176 
to a tragedy, but as experiences associated with developing and adopting affirmative social 
identities and engaging (Mitter et al., 2019). I connected what Lina was describing to research 
that showed that although mothers were negatively positioned given assumptions of negative 
outcomes for the families of children with disabilities, “they were not passive recipients of 
societal messages; rather, their stories revealed that they were agentic in the process of meaning 
making and they actively participated in interpreting what it means to have a child with a 
disability” (Lalvani, 2011, p. 284).  
Interrupting Lina’s Story: “No estuvo bien con nosotros” [It wasn’t fine with us]  
I learned that when Natalia was in the 9th grade, once again, the family faced school 
processes that needed their immediate attention. Lina explained that there was a problem and “no 
estubo bien con nosotros” [it was not fine with us]. In August, Natalia and the family celebrated 
that Natalia was accepted at the district’s newly opened school, the Academy of Arts. However, 
after only 2 days of attending, school professionals called to ask Lina to sign and give permission 
to remain at the school, without receiving special education services as mandated in her IEP. As 
a professional in the district, I remember this time when many students were accepted to the 
district’s new high school Academy; however, due to a lack of personnel, only students attending 
the inclusion special education program would be able to remain.  
     Dijeron que no tienen suficiente ayuda y me dijeron que yo tenia que firmar para decir 
que estoy de aguerdo y dio permíso que no le iban a dar la ayuda que necesitaba. Y si no, 
que la sacára de esa escuela y la regresemos a la high school. [They said, they did not 
have enough personnel, so they told me that I would have to sign saying that I gave 
consent that they were not going to give her the help she needed. And if not, I should take 
her out of the school and return her to the high school.] 
 
Lina explained that when she told Natalia about what the school was proposing, Natalia was 
willing to forget about the new school and return to the high school, “pero no estubo bien con 
nosotros” [but it was not fine with us]. Lina experienced this event as interrupting her story, 
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losing hope of working, and developing “confianza” [trust] with school professionals. At this 
moment, I understood our plática as helping her heal and understand these earlier experiences.  
Lina explained that in earlier years, she was reluctant to act counter to policies made by 
district and school professionals. As a result, she often felt it was all her fault and that she could 
have done more to fight against school professionals and their decisions based on district policies 
and test results. In essence, she blamed herself for not resisting professionals when they 
transferred Natalia to the Bilingual Program at the start of Kindergarten. She also regretted that 
she had not questioned school professionals when they argued that Natalia had a learning 
disability.  
Now that Natalia was in high school, Lina explained that she would take a new stance. 
Although Natalia was willing to pass up on her chance to attend the Academy of Arts, these 
communications and request made by school professionals could not be ignored. Lina let me 
know that because of the changes made by district professionals that forced Natalia to learn in 
Spanish and then in English, Natalia now relied on the assistance provided by special education 
teachers. For Lina, the consequences of these school policies and practices around language of 
instruction were that Natalia would not be able to enroll in the Academy of Arts because she was 
identified as having limited capacity to learn.  
This new stance seemed also to change Lina’s relations to Natalia. She shared, “Natalia 
nos dice que nosotros tuvímos la culpa porque la metímos en ese programa bilingue y ahora tiene 
classes especiales” [Natalia tells us that it was our fault that we put her in that bilingual program 
and now she has special classes]. Nonetheless, Lina explained how she had many talks with 
Natalia to tell her how the school district was to blame. She reminded Natalia that the family 
fought for her because, “no iba salir adelante, porque, no le daban ayuda” [she was not going to 
 
178 
move ahead, because they were not giving her help]. These experiences and conversations 
between Lina and Natalia showed that the label of disability was not understood as an intrinsic 
deficit but was related to district policies and decisions made by school professionals. Most 
notably, these talks took the form of consejos [advice] used by Mexican immigrant mothers with 
their daughter to shape attitudes and behaviors (Delgado-Gaitán, 1994; Valdés, 1996). These 
researchers also found that a mother’s communication with her daughter about education is 
associated with increased academic motivation, higher grades, and confidence (Mireles-Rios & 
Romo, 2014).  
I learned that graduation from high school mattered to Lina. Thus, she was attentive to 
Natalia’s performance in her classes and her ideas about vocational school or college. Fierros 
and Delgado Bernal (2016) demonstrated how intimate and informal conversations occurred in 
Latina child/parent relationships in negotiating higher education. Thinking of her older daughter 
who did not complete high school, Lina drew on these experiences to guide Natalia in making 
decisions about the future. She shared, “no se, si Natalia va estar bien preparade o no” [I am not 
sure if Natalia will be well prepared or not]. I learned that Natalia was enrolled in a vocational 
program at high school, specifically in the Culinary Arts program. However, she had not decided 
what she wanted to study after high school. Lina shared her conversation with Natalia: 
     Quiero que ella estudie, y que logre lo que ella quiera. Le digo, no me dejes la escuela. 
Prefiero que estudies algo que te guste, que te dediques, que no me vayas a dejar el 
estudio y no quiero que trabajes.[I want her to study and achieve what she wants. I tell 
her not to leave school. I prefer that you study something that you like, that you dedicate 
yourself, that you don’t stop studying, and I don’t want you to work.] 
 
Although Lina’s stories consistently showed how she attended to Natalia’s learning, her 
stories also revealed a significant change in her posture in relation to school professionals. 
Through her “consejos” [advice] for Natalia, I had a sense that Lina began to understand herself 
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as a mother who knew how to guide her daughter in finishing high school and planning for 
college. Given this interruption in her life related to recommendations made by school 
professionals, Lina explained that she was now ready to question and challenge professionals 
when faced with changes proposed by the school. Lina’s stories of shifting her stance were 
important as they showed how these experiences with school professionals shaped the way Lina 
understood herself as becoming in relation to school professionals.  
Guiding Natalia towards a Future Plan: “Queremos aplicar” [We want to apply] 
Unlike other Latinx mothers of multilingual students with dis/abilities who view their 
lack of English proficiency as a hindrance to their child’s education, Lina recognized the value of 
her contributions as a mother (Urrieta, 2010). As an advocate for Natalia, Lina’s descriptions 
showed her new position in relation to school processes and school professionals. She disclosed 
how she gathered information from school professionals to guide Natalia in graduating from high 
school and transitioning to college. For example, Lina described the Reevaluation IEP meeting 
that was held to determine “quieren ver si ella necesita ayuda para el colegio” [if she will need 
help when she goes to college]. I learned that although Natalia had not decided if she wanted to 
attend college or vocational school after graduation, Lina was determined to move forward with 
the college application and said, “Natalia recibió un sobre de un colegio y queremos applicar” 
[Natalia received an envelope from a college and we want to apply]. Lina also shared that the 
results of the specialized evaluations showed that “en unas salió altas y en otras salio baja, como 
en la lectura porque dicen que ella se distrae mucho” [on some, she scored high, and on others 
she scored low, like in reading, because she is easily distracted]. Lina understood that Natalia’s 
evaluations showed she will need help with learning in college. Focused on the future, Lina let 
me know the steps involved in securing other supports (e.g., transportation, funding for college, 
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job counseling) for Natalia after graduation—for example, the Division of Vocational 
Rehabilitation (DVR). She explained, “esa ayuda lo va tener hasta los 21 años” [that help will be 
provided until the age of 21 years old].  
In contrast, Natalia experienced special education as stigmatizing. Lina described that 
Natalia did not agree and, in fact, rejected all help designated as special education. Cioé-Peña 
(2020a) suggested that emergent bilinguals labeled as disabled, EBLAD, such as Natalia, endure 
racialized discrimination and the added challenge of being viewed as incapable of learning 
alongside able-bodied peers. Regardless, Lina showed how she continued to talk with Natalia in 
guiding her towards graduation from high school and going to college. Emphatically, Lina let me 
know that Natalia was found eligible to receive supports until the age of 21 (through DVR) and 
that she would not relent in securing these services and preparing Natalia for her future.  
Knowing What the Family Needs: Holding Firm to Values and Traditions during the 
Coronavirus Pandemic  
 
Schooling was greatly impacted during the coronavirus pandemic and families had to 
take different roles in both caring and supporting their children’s learning at home. Natalia was 
on the computer each day, completing assignments on the computer listed on Google classroom. 
As a professional working in the district, I knew teachers in this urban public school district were 
not teaching or meeting with students online. Instead, assignments were listed, and Natalia 
needed to complete these independently. Lina described that she was at a disadvantage due to her 
language difference. She needed a translator to communicate with school professionals on the 
phone, and she was not able to read assignments presented in English only in order to help 
Natalia. Thinking of Natalia’s graduation from high school, Lina described that “Natalia, se 
siente allegre, pero triste, porque pues no va haber ceremonia por la coronavirus” [Natalia feels 
happy, but sad because there will not be a ceremony because of the coronavirus]. I described the 
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school’s plan to have a virtual celebration, but in a firm tone, Lina said, “no es igual” [it’s not the 
same]. A graduation ceremony mattered to Lina, and she described that Natalia’s sisters, the two 
of them, went to their dance and their graduation ceremony. She knew this would be impossible 
at this time because family members, specifically her uncle, “esta en el hospital con coronavirus, 
y no se sabe” [was in the hospital with coronavirus and we don’t know what will happen]. She 
went on to say they also had other family members who were sick with other illnesses, and so 
“no se decirle ahorita, si le vamos a hacer algo luego o no” [I cannot tell you now, if we will do 
something for her later or not]. It was clear that cultural celebrations with family members and 
family traditions mattered to Lina. Although she was worried about the health of family 
members in the hospital, at the same time she was disappointed that the coronavirus pandemic 
was interfering with family traditions, especially graduating from high school.  
In June, Lina announced in a cheerful voice, “la aceptáron en el colegio” [they accepted 
her at the college]. She was eager to share all that Natalia accomplished in this, her senior year of 
high school.  
     Natalia terminó bien, pero no le podemos hacer ni una comida, ni nada, porque pues, 
no tiene diploma, no tiene nada para arreglar y tomar fotos. Y también Natalia se gano un 
premio de natación con mariposa, le dieron un premio en la ceremonia virtual, pues no se 
como va llegar. [Natalia finished well, but we were not able to prepare a dinner and take 
pictures, because she did not have a diploma or anything. And also, Natalia received an 
award for swim, with a butterfly, during the virtual ceremony, but I’m not sure how that 
will arrive here.] 
 
Lina also described that Natalia was attending other activities that were valued by the family. For 
example, Natalia continued to receive her therapy at the Mental Health Center during this time of 
the coronavirus pandemic: “hablaron por video” [they spoke virtually]. As well, Natalia 
continued to learn and complete her religious lessons and returned them by email.  
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Attending to Natalia’ affective development, Lina explained that Natalia was happy, but 
she missed her friends and school and wants to go to the beach. Lina reminded Natalia, “no 
porque como está todavía esto, no podemos bajar la guardia” [no, because we are still with this 
situation, we can’t let down our guard]. Describing further, “no podemos salir, porque como pues 
tenemos la niña, no podemos contagiar la niña, si se enferma ella no puede hablar y decirnos de 
sus síntomas” [we cannot go out, not even her, because we have our daughter, we cannot infect 
her, because if she becomes ill, she cannot talk or tell us about her symptoms].  
I asked if the nurse had been coming during this time of the coronavirus pandemic. Lina 
said, “no, porque ahorita, no quiero que traíga el virus” [no, because now with all of this, I don’t 
want her to bring the virus]. I remembered that Lina needed the nurse to help her with the long 
hours required to care for her daughter, Rachel. Regardless of what was needed to care for 
Rachel, Lina insisted “estoy bien” [I am fine]. I understood this to mean that Lina had made the 
decision for the nurse not to come, and in this way, she was taking care of everyone in her 
family. I recognized this as a very difficult situation and, in a strong and resolute tone, Lina told 
me, “realmente no, realmente no” [actually no, actually no]. For Lina, being careful for the sake 
of her daughter with a developmental disability was not difficult; it was just part of caring for her 
family. I understood Lina’s way of putting her family’s needs before her own as grounded in her 
Latinx familial values and beliefs. Garcia and Delgado Bernal (2020) offered a critical raced-
gendered epistemology to challenge the historical and ideological representations of Chicanas. 
These researchers offered experiential knowledge as a strength and embraced pedagogies of the 
home as offering culturally specific ways of teaching and learning.  
In pláticas, I learned how Lina’s stories showed how she saw herself as a caregiver and 
an advocate who attends to her children, aligned with Latinx cultural values of familism and 
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interdependence. I recognized that Lina also identifies herself as a mother of a child with a 
dis/ability, which means she must continuously question special education processes by 
communicating with school professionals. Most importantly, Lina recognized her mother-
daughter relationship as her contribution and central in imparting cultural knowledge that will 
mold Natalia’s identity. Using “consejos” [advice] to shape attitudes and behaviors (Delgado-
Gaitán, 1994; Valdez, 1996), Lina supported Natalia in creating counter-stories to address school 
practices that marginalize her based on language (e.g., bilingual-monolingual) and dis/ability 
(e.g., labeled as disabled). By highlighting her raced-gendered knowledge, Lina can be 
understood as holding firm and making decisions for Natalia based on her cultural values, 
beliefs, and goals for her future. In the next chapter, Disability Studies (DS), critical disabilities 
studies (DisCrit), and intersectionality theories show how collectively and as individuals, Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities experienced school professional and school processes. 
Focused on an asset-based perspective, critical raced-gendered epistemologies show the 






In this chapter, I analyze how minoritized families of color challenge assumptions within 
notions of parent involvement as they continue to be expected to interact with school 
professionals in particular ways. There is a danger that the discourse of parent involvement will 
continue to perpetuate particular definitions of family participation that disqualify family 
knowledge by silencing the potential strengths and contributions of minoritized families (Lareau 
& Munoz, 2012). This study highlighted the voices and knowledge of Latinx mothers of children 
with dis/abilities as a way to uphold their ways of knowing and emerging identities. Pláticas 
revealed critical raced-gendered epistemologies that allow/ed the experiential knowledge of 
Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities to be viewed as a strength. In this chapter, I use 
Bakhtin’s (1981) theories of language to show the value Latinx mothers placed on being in 
dialogue, enacting agency (Fecho & Clifton, 2017) to construct meanings of ability, parenting, 
and preparing their child for the future. They tell us that as Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities cross the borders between home and school, they continually challenge the 
institutional systems of school.  
Using Bakhtin’s Theories of Dialogism to Show  
Mothers’ Raced-Gendered Epistemologies 
 
In this study, to (re)frame the discourse of parent involvement, I attended to mothers’ 
meanings and called on Bakhtin’s (1981) theories of language, specifically dialogism and 
authoritative/internally persuasive discourse, to show Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities interacting with school professionals. According to Bakhtin (1986), in dialogism, the 
speaker and listener are “links in a chain of utterances” grounded in context and representing the 
interdependence within a relationship (p. 69). I used an approach, shaped by Disability Studies or 
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DS (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012), disability critical race theory or DisCrit (Annamma et al., 
2013; Annamma & Handy, 2020), and Intersectionality (Hernández-Saca et al., 2018) to show 
mothers’ voices at the intersection of race, dis/ability, ethnicity, language, culture, and gender. I 
built on this work and used critical raced-gendered epistemologies to understand how Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities develop specific ways of knowing. Delgado Bernal (2002) 
offered critical raced-gendered epistemologies as rooted in critical race and Latina/o theories. 
Critical race theorists have argued that institutions such as education are ingrained with racism 
and challenge Eurocentric ideologies and discourses that frame people of color as inferior. This 
analysis is important because critical raced-gendered epistemologies can demonstrate how 
individual Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities develop specific ways of knowing to 
create knowledge.  
All Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities showed they valued being in dialogue as 
central in their interactions with others. I used the terminology “being in dialogue” (Bakhtin, 
1986) to emphasize the reciprocal exchange during mother/child and mother/community 
members. I discussed one’s agency to signify one’s “ability to assign relevance and significance 
to things and events and the behavior options we recognize as available to us” (Fecho & Clifton, 
2017, p. 126). I argued that, infused with Latinx cultural values of familism (Harlin & Souto-
Manning, 2009), mothers embrace being in dialogue and enact agency within the context of their 
homes. Fecho and Clifton (2017) argued that to “cultivate agency in a dialogical self is also to 
cultivate awareness of selves in dialogue, in flux, and in progress” (p. 124). In my study, when 
each Latinx mother of a child with a dis/ability was in dialogue with others, it allowed her to see 
herself as being, doing, and becoming. Most importantly, Latinx mothers showed how they came 
to understand themselves in relation to conceptions of ability, parenthood, and preparing for the 
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future, as promoted by school professionals and school processes. Fecho and Clifton also argued 
that rather than focusing on whether the person is this or that, we must ask “what kinds of 
identities—multiple, intersectional, intersubjective—are being produced and what is at stake in 
their making” (p. 125). Therefore, we must attend to the way each mother is positioned and what 
was enacted during their mother-school interactions to see how these interactions worked to 
demand, allow, or limit possibilities for each Latinx mother.  
The study showed that Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities produced meanings in 
dialogue with their child and with community members within the cultural contexts of home and 
school (Fecho & Clifton, 2017). This is what Bakhtin (1981) has called a process of becoming. 
More recently, Holland et al. (1998) described this process as self-understandings and 
imaginings produced through sociocultural relations, developed and lived through everyday 
activity. Thus, “identities are a key means through which people care about and care for what is 
going on around them” (p. 5). This suggests a way of cultivating awareness of ourselves as 
always in progress. Therefore, I argued that at these intersections with their child and community 
members, Latinx mothers emerged as knowledge experts and decision makers. The study showed 
how Latinx mothers used mother/child and mother/community pairings to strengthen their 
child’s affective development in relation to the home. It also brought to light the ways that 
Latinx mothers used these same pairings to fortify their child’s affective development in relation 
to school.  
To connect their child to family, all Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities valued 
being in dialogue with their child to strengthen their child’s affective development. Latinx 
mothers described their child’s affective development as feelings and emotions that were 
connected to their sense of self. Affective development was important and connected to their 
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Latinx cultural values of familism and interdependence (Harlin & Souto-Manning, 2009; 
Mercado et al., 2020). Developing mother/child pairings, all mothers shaped their child’s 
thoughts and mindsets by sustaining conversations as consejos (advice) to develop a trusting 
relationship (Delgado-Gaitán, 1994). At home, Meri and Carlo talked to Alec (with Autism) to 
help him understand his emotions and adapt to changes that they described as “hurdles.” For 
example, when the instructional aide was changed, Alec described it as the loss of his close 
friend. Thus, to keep Alec connected to family, Meri and Carlo were continuously in dialogue 
with Alec during activities such as cooking, shopping, and visiting family.  
Similarly, Tresa talked with Delia about choosing friends and drawing on the advice of 
family members encouraging her to finish high school. Also, recognizing Delia’s experience as a 
biracial child, she connected Delia to family by talking about racism, politics, and religion. 
Comparably, Lina prioritized Natalia’s affective development to recognize and address the 
challenges Natalia was experiencing at home. From their mother/child conversations, Natalia 
came to understand her sister with a developmental disability as an integral member of the 
family. These instances showed that Latinx mothers sustained conversations with their children 
as consejos (advice) to foster their affective development and keep them connected to their 
family.  
To connect their child to community members, Latinx mothers came alongside their  
child to be in dialogue with community members: psychiatrist, pediatrician, home therapist, 
instructional aide, sports coach, private counselor, and church friends. These mother/community 
pairings fortified their child’s affective development. Latinx mothers embraced these interactions 
with community members because they experienced these interactions as inviting because they 
listened to and valued their knowledge and lived experiences. Their relationships were reflective 
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of Latinx families’ trust in teachers and education professionals akin to family members who will 
make decisions regarding what is best for the child. Latinx mothers described these relationships 
as building confianza (trust) based on reciprocal practices that lead to long-term relationships 
(Harlin & Souto-Manning, 2009). For Meri and Carlo, their relationships with the home therapist 
and instructional aide were valued because these community members conveyed perspectives, 
insights, and beliefs about the future from working closely with Alec. Similarly, Tresa and Delia 
were in dialogue with community members who came to know them personally, such as the 
sports coach, pediatrician, and psychiatrist. Comparably, Lina and Natalia developed trusting 
relationships with Natalia’s private counselor, sports coach, and church friends. For all Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities, these mother/community relationships were valued as they 
were opportunities to connect their child to community members and to foster Latino values of 
confianza (trust) and interdependence (Harlin & Souto-Manning, 2009).  
Within these mother/child and mother/community pairings, Latinx mothers of children 
with dis/abilities participated in identity formation. Being in dialogue with others allowed each 
mother to see herself as being, doing, and becoming. Mother/child pairings showed how mothers 
looked for opportunities for their children to share their personal feelings and, in turn, embraced 
these moments as opportunities to shape their children’s attitudes and behaviors (Delgado-
Gaitán, 1994). Similarly, within mother/community pairings, Latinx mothers valued 
conversations about their children’s participation in activities (i.e., sports coach) and their 
children’s health (i.e., pediatrician, counselor). Through these practices, Meri, Tresa, and Lina 
became aware of themselves as engaged in ongoing communication as the way to develop strong 
trusting relationships with others. Most importantly, these relationships, grounded in Latinx 
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values of familism and interdependence (Harlin & Souto-Manning, 2009), could be used to 
strengthen their children’s affective development.   
To connect their child to school, all Latinx mothers taught their child to maintain ongoing 
communication with their teachers. By emphasizing relationships and their child’s affective 
development as the most important ways to prepare for college/vocation and the future, the 
Latinx mothers in this study expanded the definition of preparation for college and the future. 
Although Latinx mothers were not able to complete high school themselves, they all shared their 
view of education as preparing for life and opportunities. Acevedo-Gil (2017) argued that for 
Latinx students, parents are a source that contribute to establishing college aspirations. This 
researcher wrote that Latinx parents contributed their cultural knowledge about education, and 
this plays a crucial role in their children’s success. In my study, all Latinx mothers of children 
with dis/abilities spoke to their children about pursuing college or an occupation after high 
school. Moreover, they demonstrated knowledge of the importance of their child’s participation 
in activities to support their affective development, such as swim team, track team, culinary arts 
program, shopping, and personal finance activities. Traditionally, these have been defined as 
abilities, skills, and assets an individual possesses to prepare for college (Sablan & Tierney, 
2014). Meri prepared Alec to communicate with his teachers and therapists, and emphasized the 
importance of fostering a strong relationship with them. Tresa guided Delia in developing a two-
way communication with school professionals to advocate for herself and gain access to 
particular classes (i.e., psychology course). Finally, Lina supported Natalia in navigating the 
language demands, given classroom instruction in multiple languages. She also had 
conversations with Natalia about accepting the services provided by special education teachers  
to help her perform well in her classes.  
 
190 
In my study, the experiences of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities can be 
connected to the experiences of other Latin scholars who have embraced the principle of dialogic 
discourse (Freire, 1970). These researchers have embraced being in dialogue as grounded in 
“confianza (trust) and respeto (respect) that comes from the collective arms of community 
culture and familism” (Vásquez et al., 2013, p. 12). Moreover, Vásquez et al. (2014) offered the 
notion of un díalogo de saberes (knowledge exchange through dialogue) as a meeting of minds 
to highlight the value that is given to working in collaboration with others. In my study, Latinx 
mothers embraced being in dialogue with their children, with community members, and with 
school professionals in order to share their perspectives as wisdom, given their lived experiences. 
These mothers understood themselves as caregivers, decision makers, advisors, and 
collaborators. Their wisdom, as critical raced-gendered epistemologies, showed their “informal 
knowledge as pedagogies created in the home” (Garcia & Delgado Bernal, 2020, p. 4).  
At the same time, during pláticas, all Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities shared 
their dilemmas, tensions, and instances of contradictions. Although these remained mostly silent 
during their interactions with school professionals, all Latinx mothers came to our pláticas with a 
strong voice and stories of the ways they support their child’s learning in and out of school. It 
was clear that all Latinx mothers welcomed opportunities to connect and share their memories, 
their points of view, and their emotions about their children in relation to school and school 
professionals. They valued being in dialogue to tell their stories. However, more importantly, 
they wanted to build trusting relationships with others to learn and understand how to navigate 
school processes. Latinx mothers’ stories were replete with examples of how they attended 
school meetings to connect with school professionals as a way to continue to support their 
child’s learning. However, moments of tensions revealed contradictions that showed Latinx 
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mothers and school professionals as having opposing priorities and goals. For Meri, during the 
IEP meeting, when a translator was not provided, when all teachers were not present, and when 
school professionals did not ask her about Alec’s learning at home, these instances were 
experienced as a contradiction of her values and beliefs around familism and trusting 
relationships. Moreover, what also remained silent was that Alec’s classroom (for students in 
Autism program) was located in the basement of the high school, giving him limited access to 
typical peers. Further, during the coronavirus pandemic, Alec did not receive a laptop from the 
school; instead, packets of English-only assignments were sent home, making it impossible for 
Meri to help Alec with his learning. Similarly, Tresa experienced moments of tension when 
school professionals did not listen to her ideas about Delia’s educational program. From her 
conversations at home, she knew Delia was experiencing her special education classes as 
stigmatizing, and so she used consejos (advice) to listen and talk to Delia about advocating for 
herself to request the program and classes that she wanted in school. Comparably, Lina 
experienced tensions around the language. Although she knew the value of preserving Spanish  
as the home language to keep Natalia connected to family, she advocated for an English program 
as she understood English only as ensuring academic success for Natalia. Moreover, Lina 
understood Natalia needed counseling, and when the school did not provide this service, she 
sought these services privately. 
As a whole, these stories showed only a few examples of the tensions Latinx mothers of 
children with dis/abilities experienced when interacting with school professionals around special 
education processes. Although these instances remained silent, these dilemmas and tensions 
showed professionals as having opposing goals and priorities than those of Latinx mothers of 
children with dis/abilities. In the next section, I show how Bakhtin’s (1986) theory of “internally 
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persuasive discourse” can illuminate Latinx mothers as enacting agency, regardless of being 
positioned opposite schools and school processes.  
Enacting Agency to Reveal Critical Raced-Gendered Epistemologies 
Bakhtin’s (1986) theories of language are useful for understanding how Latinx mothers 
of children with dis/abilities made sense of their communication with professionals during school 
and special education processes. In schools, the Latinx mothers encountered “authoritative 
discourse as privileged language that has power in the particular context” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 
424). This can mean that the professionals in the field of special education implement specific 
terms and practices that represent federal legislative rules and regulations, and these procedures 
demand allegiance and compliance. Similarly, Fecho and Clifton (2017) argued that school 
spaces and contexts act on people by legitimizing some acts but not others, by assigning different 
values and functions to people’s cultural and linguistic repertoires, and by constraining some 
people’s options differently in those spaces (p. 127).  
In turn, the interests and beliefs of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities can be 
understood as “internally persuasive discourse, denied all privilege, backed by no authority, and 
representing a constant struggle”—an attempt to “create one’s own thinking and freeing of one’s 
own discourse from the authoritative discourse” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 424). According to Holland  
et al. (1998), persons show capacity for self-direction, which, in turn, shows both the domination 
by social relations of power and their possibilities for liberation from those forces. This means 
that persons enact their agency by considering their options and pursuing purposeful ends when 
faced with conditions and constraints out of their control. 
In my study, Latinx mothers showed their strength, regardless of being positioned 
opposite schools and school processes. These instances of tension with school professionals 
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work to deepen our understandings of the cultural, institutional, and social contexts of family-
school relations. A critical raced-gendered perspective (Garcia & Delgado Bernal, 2020) can 
offer a different interpretation of the educational experiences of Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities when mothers are positioned as creators of knowledge. Their agency emerges in 
their interactions with others within the school context. Further, it illuminates possibilities which 
can be altered by negotiating meanings to show what a person does with situational constraints 
(Fecho & Clifton, 2017). In relation to school professionals and school processes, Latinx mothers 
expose the ways schools constrain agency, particularly for minoritized persons in patterned and 
disproportionate ways. In the next section, I demonstrate how Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities showed their agency in schools as tensions and negotiated meanings. At these 
intersections of family and school, Latinx mothers revealed their concerns and insights, which 
can be understood as their contributions towards expanding the institution of school when 
considering family-school partnerships.   
Mothers Constructing Understandings of Ability 
All Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities described their children as competent and 
capable and provided descriptions to show their learning at home and at school. Further, all 
mothers spoke about their child’s future as having access to opportunities and a better life than 
they had. Their descriptions may have done little to alter their circumstances in school—in 
particular, the professionals’ jargon (Bakhtin, 1986) used to describe their children as 
normal/abnormal and their classes as special/normal. However, they did not talk about their child 
as deficient or describe how they were negatively affected by their child’s differences. Instead, 
they drew on their cultural values of familism to embrace their child’s competence and strengths 
(Mercado et al., 2020). 
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Meri and Carlo described Alec (with Autism) as intelligent and shared how Alec would 
grow to achieve what he desires in the future. Thinking back to the time when Alec was given a 
medical diagnosis of Autism, Meri highlighted the ways Alec was a normal child developing 
early language and connecting to the family. She recalled the neurologist’s words saying that 
Alec was different than a normal child. According to Annamma et al. (2013), language is used to 
mark “specific differences from the normed body that signify a dis/ability” (p. 3). When talking 
about the future, Meri explained that she wants Alec to be accomplished, have a girlfriend, have 
a child, have a vocation, and develop in front of the world as a normal child. In Meri’s reference 
to wanting her child to be seen as a normal in the eyes of the world, I recognized that for her, a 
dis/ability category (e.g., Autism) is not real on its own; rather, it is what people make of it 
(Annamma et al., 2013). Thus, Meri and Carlo highlighted Alec’s strengths and capacity to learn 
and how he is similar to other children his age. Contrary to the words and meanings used by 
special education professionals who have power and authority (Bakhtin, 1981), Meri and Carlo 
arrived at their own understandings.   
Although Tresa talked to Delia about matters such as being biracial, Tresa believed 
Delia’s experiences of school, being labeled with a disability, and attending special education 
classes were out of her control. She described Delia as capable of learning and interrogated 
special education classes (regular versus special) and special education processes focused on 
disability. According to Annamma et al. (2013), DisCrit theories can be help us understand how 
race and dis/ability have been used in tandem to marginalize particular groups. These researchers 
recognized that “normative cultural standards such as whiteness and ability lead to viewing 
differences among certain individuals as deficits” (p. 12). Tresa described Delia as capable 
because she loves to read books, was able to learn to speak the Korean language, received 
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medals for her performance on the track team, and learned to play the tuba. Tresa believed Delia 
could attend the college that she chose. However, Tresa explained that Delia was experiencing 
her self-contained classes as special and not regular, and this brought attention to her as different 
than her friends. According to Baines (2014), how students think of their intelligence and 
potential to succeed is not tied to their self-esteem; rather, “how they identify with academic 
learning is a product of social relationships that are constantly in motion” (p. 68). Therefore, 
thinking of the future, Tresa worried that being in special education classes, connected to a 
disability category, would tell Delia what she is able or not able to do, thus limiting her 
opportunities.  
According to Lina, Natalia did not have a disability. As early as preschool, Lina knew 
Natalia was able to learn and described Natalia as making steady progress in acquiring academic 
skills in both English and Spanish within the school context. When Natalia was required to enroll 
in the bilingual program because she had not developed proficiency in English, Lina believed 
Natalia was being separated from others given her race and ability. Amidst these tensions, Lina 
chose to describe Natalia as capable, as having earned good grades, participating on the swim 
team, attending the culinary arts program, and getting accepted at a college. DisCrit theorists 
recognized the social construction of race and ability as society’s response to “differences” from 
the norm (Annamma et al., 2013). These researchers acknowledged that categories of race and 
ability hold profound significance in people’s lives because these identity markers continue to 
justify the segregation and marginalization of students who are considered dis/abled, compared 
to their normal peers.  
In this section, raced-gendered epistemologies revealed Latinx mothers’ way of knowing 
their child as capable. They enacted agency to conceptualize their children as having strengths 
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and bringing resources because of their disability, race, class, and gender. Annamma and Handy 
(2020) maintained that “difference” is not an obstacle for individuals, but a resource. These 
researchers drww on DisCrit theory to show “difference” in relation to justice, and explained that 
regardless of what constitutes “difference,” all interests must be brought to the table instead of 
the sole interests of one group. By inquiring who is considered worthy of justice, these 
researchers questioned the processes that effectively position some people as unworthy of equal 
participation. In my study, school processes and school professionals showed their allegiance to 
special education federal legislative procedures, rules, and regulations. These processes and 
practices are positioned as having authority (Bakhtin, 1986). I propose that justice can be 
achieved when the voices of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities are centered and 
recognized as critical raced-gendered epistemologies that hold authority when developing 
family-school partnerships.   
Mothers Enacting Agency around Language 
Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities developed ways of knowing when faced with 
school practices and processes that exposed tensions around language and program placement. 
According to Aceves (2014), families of children represented as emerging bilinguals who are 
labeled as disabled (EBLAD) expressed a desire to be more involved while feeling ill-informed 
and desiring more information and support from schools. Two of the Latinx mothers experienced 
linguistic and ethnic powerlessness during school meetings and with regard to English-only 
school materials. Cioé-Peña (2020b) drew on DisCrit and raciolinguistic perspectives to argue 
that “Latinx mothers’ roles are diminished because they lack the English proficiency needed to 
navigate English-only spaces and to support their children’s learning at home” (p. 20). Meri 
expected that professionals would translate the information presented by teachers, therapists, and 
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other school professionals and knew information was lost during language shifts when her 
husband translated. Moreover, Meri valued information from teachers and therapists presented  
at the IEP meeting to support and enhance Alec’s learning at home. Thus, when all assignments 
were provided in English only, she was only able to help Alec complete math and handwriting 
lessons. Finally, Meri and Carlo described professionals did not solicit information about Alec’s 
learning at home, and this was experienced as having limited opportunities to share and offer 
their own ideas. Similarly, Lina regarded school professionals as misleading and excluding her 
from decisions regarding program placements around language proficiency. Therefore, Lina 
argued for a monolingual English placement as she believed it could lead to positive outcomes in 
school for Natalia. Drawing on Cioè-Peña (2020b), when Lina connected English-only as the 
path to Natalia’s success, it told Lina that her home language, Spanish, was of less value. Ghiso 
(2016) explained school curricular policies, which categorize each child as having a singular 
dominant language, are imposed to align with the school’s dominant conception of academic 
literacy. Further, this practice of conceptualizing language that creates English-Spanish binaries 
to describe learning fails to recognize the ways children are drawing on their entire linguistic 
repertoires instead of abiding by sociopolitical boundaries of named languages such as English 
or Spanish. Vogel and Garcia (2017) offered translanguaging as an approach to language that 
affirms and leverages students’ diverse and dynamic language practices in teaching and in 
learning. Although these interactions revealed instances of ethnic tension and hierarchies of 
power in relation to school professionals (Annamma et al., 2013), they also showed Lina and 





Mothers Making Meaning around Participation 
According to Annamma and Handy (2020), DisCrit theories can show how multiply 
marginalized groups are represented yet excluded from meaningful participation. In my study, 
two of the Latinx mothers believed they had not participated in the decision-making process. 
While Meri described ways that school professionals attended to the family’s concerns about 
Alec at home and school, Tresa explained that although Delia attended the IEP meeting, she was 
not able to enroll in the Psychology course because it was not available to students identified 
with disabilities. Therefore, she emphasized that Delia needed to continue to advocate for herself 
as a way to obtain what she wants during IEP meetings. Similarly, Lina argued that Natalia could 
not attend the Academy of the Arts because special education services were not provided at that 
school. Hence, she explained that she prepared to fight for the services she believed Natalia 
needed. Alternately, Meri explained that multiple supports and services were provided for Alec 
because he was enrolled in the Autism program. Meri believed professionals were responsive, 
and she was an integral part of the decisions made to address Alec’s mood, learning, and 
socialization both at home and in school. Meri described family-school communication as 
ongoing and felt supported by the home therapist, social worker, classroom teacher, and 
instructional aide. Mortier et al. (2020) offered cultural brokers as a way to connect families and 
schools. These researchers described cultural brokers as sharing a common language and culture 
with the family, ultimately fostering and expanding communication between the family and the 
school. Meri’s experience of school processes and school professionals was important as it 
showed that when school professionals and families of children with dis/abilities communicate 




Mothers Negotiating School Demands during the Coronavirus Pandemic 
This study was in process during the Spring of 2020, at the onset of the coronavirus 
pandemic. All Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities contested the demands made by 
school professionals describing these as an additional strain on them and their families. 
According to DeMatthews et al. (2020), the pandemic swept across every state and region, but 
“the virus disproportionately impacted the health of Black and Latinx communities” (p. 398). All 
Latinx mothers explained that when they were quarantined and caring for the health of their 
family, the school made demands that positioned families as responsible for their children’s 
learning. All Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities explained that their children received 
assignments (virtually or via mail), but teachers were not available to provide direct instruction 
or feedback for the work completed. Meri explained that while most students within the district 
met their teachers virtually, being enrolled in the Autism program meant Alec’s assignments 
were sent home as large packets in English only. Both Tresa and Lina explained they had to 
coordinate access to Chromebooks provided by the school and internet connectivity at home. 
Their children with dis/abilities were required to complete assignments online, which was 
frustrating as they were expected to complete these independently. Both Meri and Lina described 
being at a disadvantage due to their language difference. They needed a translator to 
communicate with school professionals on the phone and could not read assignments presented 
in English only. Erevelles and Minear (2010) illustrated the value of intersectional approaches to 
race and dis/ability in order to understand how individuals experience multiple minoritizing 
identities. I recognized that these school practices during the coronavirus pandemic were further 
marginalizing families based on their differences related to language, dis/ability, and 
socioeconomic background.  
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Mothers Agentive Moves to Mitigate Their Feelings 
According to Mercado et al. (2020), Hispanic/Latinx mothers who have a child with 
neurological disabilities disorder (NDD) are at higher risk of depression compared to non-
Hispanic White mothers. They argued that high levels of “familism among Latinx caregivers 
have been linked to lower rates of internalizing symptoms and familism has served as a buffer 
against negative outcomes” (p. 2). In my study, all Latinx mothers described experiencing stress 
and/or depression but, regardless, they described taking care of the family as their priority. Meri 
was experiencing fear of deportation and became sick with the coronavirus. Also, Tresa had 
experienced an abusive household in her youth and, more recently, felt overwhelmed by the 
physical distancing restrictions and demands made by the school to support her child’s learning 
during the coronavirus pandemic. Similarly, Lina felt overwhelmed and blamed herself for 
Natalia’s difficulties with learning, especially as she faced obstacles related to language 
difference during the coronavirus pandemic. Nonetheless, Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities did not submit to these constraining situations, and instead showed their resolve in 
caring for the family. Mercado et al. (2020) highlighted that familial values intrinsic to the 
Hispanic/Latinx culture ameliorated the stress and burden they experience in their daily lives.  
Data from this study showed that school professionals and practices worked to constrain 
Latinx mothers’ agency. As the authoritative voice (Bakhtin, 1986), school professionals directed 
Latinx mothers’ agency during IEP meetings to leverage participation towards the particular ends 
they chose (Fecho & Clifton, 2017). Latinx mothers experienced constraints and tensions when 
school professionals did not recognize their acts of agency around notions of ability, language, 
and participation, especially visible given the school demands during the coronavirus pandemic. 
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Regardless, these Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities continuously sought opportunities 
to be in dialogue to share their ideas during family-school interactions.   
Conclusions and Implications 
Grounded in a framework that centers dialogism (Bakhtin, 1981), this study highlighted 
the interactions between Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities and school professionals. 
Using Disability Studies (DS), critical race disability studies (DisCrit), and intersectionality 
frameworks, I expanded notions of parent involvement by questioning whose knowledge is 
deemed valuable. An examination of the everyday lived experiences of Latinx mothers of 
children with dis/abilities revealed critical raced-gendered epistemologies that highlighted the 
voices and knowledge of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities as a way to uphold their 
ways of knowing and emerging identities. As creators of knowledge, the mothers’ narratives 
showed their strength, regardless of being positioned opposite school professionals, as they held 
firm to their goals and priorities for their children with dis/abilities. These instances of tension 
with school professionals were useful as they deepened our understandings of the cultural, 
institutional, and social contexts of family-school relations. By sharing their lived experiences, 
Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities revealed their agentive moves or self-direction by 
considering their options and pursuing purposeful ends when faced with conditions and 
constraints out of their control (Holland et al., 1998). More research is needed to examine all the 
ways families participate in the education of their children with dis/abilities at the crossroads of 
race, class, language, culture, and values within both home and school contexts.  
The knowledge and the voices from this research showed that research must go beyond 
fixed binaries such as normal and abnormal. Latinx mothers exposed how their children 
experienced being labeled as disabled. As we continue to construct notions of dis/ability, we 
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continue to contribute to the master narrative of disability that marginalizes individuals. To 
counter deficit-oriented ideologies, I argue that traditional research and practice and the canon of 
special education have failed to take advantage of the intersectionality framework to better 
understand the impact of labeling individuals as one-dimensional. By centering the voices of the 
children and their families along race, gender, class, and other differences, we can reveal the 
complex ways dis/ability is experienced. This reminds us to rely on the voices of the 
marginalized communities to see how current schools, policies, and labels can inflict harm on the 
individuals who are supposed to be provided with a fair and appropriate education. Therefore, 
policy is needed to address equity and justice in education and the need for authentic inclusion of 
diverse students with dis/abilities and their families. This means that current practices, such as 
Response to Intervention (RTI) and Universal Design for Learning (UDL), must be implemented 
consistently to provide students with equitable access to education. When these practices are 
suggested but not implemented, students of color continue to be disproportionately represented 
in special education programs.  
Centering the voices of diverse students must mean bringing forward voices that have 
been historically marginalized and engage intentionally in listening and participating in 
reciprocal conversations. In classrooms, teachers must be sure children are affirmed socially, 
emotionally, and culturally. This means educators must think critically and grapple with their 
own discomfort to understand how race and disability have worked in tandem to marginalize 
particular populations. Teachers must recognize that normative cultural standards such as 
whiteness and ability have resulted in viewing differences among certain individuals as deficits. 
According to Annamma et al. (2013), DisCrit theory is useful because it focuses on the way 
racism and ableism circulate interdependently to uphold notions of normalcy. When racism and 
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ableism appear normal and natural to people in our culture, it is important to unmask and expose 
the normalizing processes as they circulate in society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Second, 
DisCrit theory recognizes the social constructions of race and ability to highlight the material and 
psychological impacts of being labeled as raced or dis/abled. This means it is important to 
examine the ways in which students are simultaneously raced and dis/abled within schools in 
order to understand their lived experiences (Erevelles, 2011). Today, students of color who are 
labeled disabled are often educated in segregated spaces, and these practices are connected to 
interactions, procedures, discourses, and institutions of education, which affect students of color 
with dis/abilities that are qualitatively differently than White students with dis/abilities 
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2001).  
Professional development practices are needed that build the capacity of teachers to work 
with families to promote positive family-school partnerships. Teachers and school professionals 
must recognize cultural identities as emerging (ours and those of families) in order to inquire into 
and be in dialogue with others’ diverse beliefs and values. These Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities were constantly enmeshed in identity construction, of being, doing, and becoming in 
relation to school. These interactions between Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities and 
school professionals showed mothers what kinds of selves were possible. This tells us that 
family-school partnerships are possible when we recognize family knowledge as constructed, in 
dialogue, within the home space and school space. In my study, by examining knowledge created 
in the home, I offer the possibilities to better serve Latinx mothers of students with dis/abilities 
and their families within educational institutions. All Latinx mothers emphasized the importance 
of attending to their child’s affective development. Affective development refers to the 
development of feelings and emotions in the child and development, as impacted by the 
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environmental conditions that influence the way the child learns and the way the child views self 
and others. For the children represented in this study, the Latinx mothers emphasized the 
importance of simultaneously developing a sense of self and an attitude of cooperation with 
others in the home and at school. Moreover, Latinx mothers believed this development would 
prepare them for the future. By strengthening their children’s affective development, Latinx 
mothers of children with dis/abilities understood themselves as contributing to their child’s 
education. This emphasis on emotions and feelings and ongoing communication to build 
relationships was the Latinx mothers’ contribution to the institution of school when creating 
family-school partnerships.  
In schools, conceptualizations of family-school partnerships continue to show policies 
and practices that position families as deficient and needing to learn skills. In my urban public 
school district, families are expected to sign Family-School Contracts that delineate the ways 
they will participate in the education of their child, such as by helping their child with their 
homework. More recently, family groups have been created where parent advocates explain 
aspects of the classroom curriculum, describing the kinds of support that are needed to improve 
their child’s academic performance. This posture of teaching families suggests that families are 
deficient and require training to support their children’s learning. Finally, given IDEA mandates 
that promote family participation, families of children with dis/abilities have been provided a 
space and time each month at the administrative offices where families can gather to discuss, 
among themselves, the obstacles they are facing in navigating special education processes. While 
these family advocacy groups help parents navigate the present system, they do not address why 
families continue to need such training to access a system that exists to guarantee a free and 
appropriate education for their children. If groups merely instruct families in strategies for 
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accessing the present system, the status quo is maintained. This conceptualization of parent 
advocacy training enables the family to function more efficiently within the existing system, but 
it does not address the efficacy of the system or its representatives. All these ways proposed by 
school professionals continue to present families as deficient and limit their access to the school 
professionals directly involved with their child. These school practices limit families’ 
opportunities to share their ideas, concerns, and suggestions with those providing the instruction 
and services. Therefore, research is needed to explore what families believe education should 
look like. Family leadership and advocacy are essential for sharing power and ensuring that 
schooling and school improvement are inclusive of all families. Schools must welcome family 
leadership and sustain the involvement of fathers, foster parents, grandparents, and other family 
members who may not traditionally be included in their children’s educational processes. 
Further, technological linkages between schools and families and other strategies that effectively 
link families to school professionals around student learning are needed. Families should be 
welcomed at school at times that are convenient for them to extend opportunities for family- 
school communication beyond parent-teacher conferences and Back-to-School nights. 
In my study, Latinx mothers emphasized the importance of being in dialogue with others. 
Moreover, Latinx mothers were recognized as continuously searching for opportunities to be in 
dialogue in order to make meaning. Critical raced-gendered epistemologies were unveiled at the 
intersection of family-school relations and showed how Latinx mothers valued ongoing 
reciprocal communication. Grounded in cultural values of familism (Harlin & Souto-Manning, 
2009), these interactions were valued as opportunities to build relationships. I used Ybarra’s 
(2018) pláticas as a method that recognizes and values familial and cultural knowledge and 
becomes the process of drawing on that knowledge and making meaning across experiences. 
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This method was important as it has a relational principle that honors participants as co-
constructors of knowledge. This tells us that family-school partnerships must be grounded in 
face-to-face conversations as a way to foster relationships between families of children with 
dis/abilities and those who work directly with them. These family-school relationships are 
possible at the school level by creating practices that intentionally link Latinx mothers of 
children with dis/abilities and school professionals outside the designated times sanctioned by 
the school (e.g., IEP meetings, parent-teacher conferences).  
This study has implications for policies and practice around the implementation of the 
Individual Education Program (IEP). Although the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA) grants parents the right to be involved in educational decisions about their children, I 
argue that the routine disqualification of families’ voices by school professionals is a major 
obstacle to authentic collaboration. Therefore, I propose that families and school professionals 
can engage in dialogism or be in dialogue as “links on a chain of utterances” (Bakhtin, 1986,  
p. 69) when families’ knowledge is valued and positioned as a strength. By positioning critical 
raced-gendered epistemologies alongside school professionals, my study drew on Bakhtin’s 
(1986) dialogism to imagine school professionals taking positions of listening that can lead to the 
acceptance of Latinx mothers’ knowledge of their children with dis/abilities. In turn, given this 
dialogical stance, Latinx mothers can experience school professionals as inviting and valuing 
their knowledge and lived experiences. Together, this reciprocal and responsive stance marks the 
center of dialogism and is best described as a process of understanding that can lead to a change 
in communication between families of children with dis/abilities and school professionals. 
However, to reimagine communication as dialogue, this has to be reflected in pedagogy, policies, 
and guiding documents like the IEP. Research is needed to learn how schools can value family 
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participation during IEP development. Although IEP meetings hold a spot within the document 
to hear “parent concerns,” this wording suggests families are complaining or contesting. Instead, 
families’ input should be presented as family contributions and ideas to ensure that families are 
collaborating in goal development, data collection, and implementation.  
This study was conducted during the Spring of 2020, at the onset of the coronavirus 
pandemic. The experiences of Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities during this time 
exposed how the minoritized communities of color were disproportionately impacted by the 
coronavirus pandemic. It was clear that the pandemic disruptions to education were worst for 
students with dis/abilities. Latinx mothers explained that limited access to technology and 
broadband connections meant their children received limited instruction and access to 
specialized services. This tells us that federal policies must mandate school districts to prepare 
for school closures and provide funding to expand access to technology for students in their 
communities. Researchers and policymakers must examine the impact of these school closures 
and barriers to uphold the rights of children with dis/abilities to a free and public education in the 
least restrictive environment. Although the New Jersey State Board of Education passed an 
emergency measure that temporarily allowed special education and specialized support services 
to be delivered remotely, the services were not consistently provided or aligned with the 
student’s Individual Education Program (IEP). Moreover, Latinx mothers of children with 
dis/abilities—as caregivers, mothers, and wives—took on the burden of helping their family 
navigate daily living by caring for the emotional, academic, and physical well-being of their 
children. Their narratives told how they negotiated illness, grieved the loss of relatives to 
COVID-19, endured financial crisis, and experienced personal fears of being deported, given 
their undocumented status. Intensifying their situation, the demands made by schools were 
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experienced as compounding their grief and tension because they were required to negotiate 
stressors both at home and related to school. At the intersection of race, ability, and class, all 
Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities felt their schools made demands yet provided little 
support. All Latinx mothers of children with dis/abilities looked for ways to be in dialogue with 
school professionals, especially during school closures. Having knowledge of their child’s 
emotions, feelings, and interests, Latinx mothers knew that their children wanted to be connected 
to their school teachers and their friends and how being in dialogue with others was an essential 
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Appendix A: Informed Consent for Dissertation Research Project Participation  
and Participant Checklist 
 
 
Protocol Title: (Re)framing the Discourse of Parent Involvement-Calling on Family Knowledge 
 




INTRODUCTION You are invited to participate in this research study called “(Re)framing the 
Discourse of Parent Involvement-Calling on Family Knowledge.” You may qualify to take part 
in this research study because you are a family member of a child with a disability that attends 
the high school and you are over 18 years old.  Approximately 3 people will participate in this 
study and it will take 4 hours of your time to complete over the course of 4 months in the 2019-
2020 school year.  
 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? This study is being conducted to describe how 
families of children with disabilities experience their interactions with school professionals about 
school and special education processes. 
 
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?   
If you decide to participate, the researcher will individually interview you, face-to-face. 
 
First, I will ask you to participate individually in an Introductory Interview. I will ask you to tell 
me about your family and about your child. I will ask you to tell me what you and your child do 
during free time or on the weekend. I will ask you to describe what it is like to be the family of a 
child with a disability in the high school. I will ask you to tell me who tells you about your 
child’s development and learning either in or outside the school? 
 
Second, I will ask you to participate individually in an Interview. in the days after an IEP 
meeting to describe your interaction with school professionals. I will ask you to describe some 
topics that were discussed and in what ways did you feel your ideas were similar or different 
from those of the school professionals. Also, I will ask you to describe how school professionals 
talked about your child’s dis/ability and your parenting during the IEP meetings.  
 
 
Third, I will ask you to participate in an Interview with me, face-to-face, in the days after a 
school meeting with a teacher, school counselor, or school administrator to describe your 
communication with the school professional. I will ask you to describe the topics that were 
discussed and in what ways did you feel your ideas were similar or different from those of the 
school professional. Also, I will ask you to describe how the school professional talked about 
your child’s dis/ability and your parenting during these meetings.  
 
Fourth, I will ask you participate in an Interview with me, face-to-face to describe your child as 
developing both in and outside of school. I will ask you to pick any materials that will tell about 
 
228 
your child either in or outside of school (i.e. clubs, church activities, community activities, 
family activities, sports). Then, you will be asked to give more details about your child’s 
participation in these activities. At the end of this same meeting, I will ask you to think about 
your interactions with school professionals and describe the moments when you believe your 
ideas were part of the decisions made about your child with a dis/ability? How were these 
moments connected to the actions you have taken in or out of the school? 
 
During each individual interview, the interview will be audio-recorded. After the audio recording 
is written down or transcribed, the audio recording will be deleted. If you do not wish to be 
audio-recorded, you will still be able to participate. The researcher will just take hand-notes. 
Each interview will take approximately 60 minutes. You will be given a pseudonym or false 
name in order to keep your identity confidential. All interviews will be conducted outside of 
school, in a location and a time that is convenient for you and it can include your home.  
 
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART 
IN THIS STUDY? This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that you 
may experience are not greater than you would ordinarily encounter in daily life while taking 
routine physical or psychological examinations or tests. However, there are some risks to 
consider. You might feel embarrassed to discuss problems that you experienced with school 
professionals.  You do not have to answer any questions or share anything you do not want to 
talk about. You can stop participating in the study at any time without penalty. You might feel 
concerned that things you say might get back to those professionals with whom you interact with 
in the school setting.  Your information will be kept confidential.  
 
When the family member speaks Spanish as their primary language, the researcher will conduct 
the interview in Spanish. The researcher is qualified and prepared to translate information in the 
participant’s preferred language. The researcher is familiar with cultural and social practices 
within the setting and among the population of interest. If the family member is unable to read or 
write in their preferred language, the researcher will provide alternative accommodations such as 
verbal consent.  
 
The study will be conducted outside of the high school at a location and time that is convenient 
for the family member including the home. The locations will be safe and private. The researcher 
will ensure confidentiality at this location. The information gathered will be stored on flash 
drives and these will be secured in a locked cabinet in the school. The researcher is taking 
precautions to keep your information confidential and prevent anyone from discovering or 
guessing your identity, such as using a pseudonym or false name instead of your name and 
keeping all information on a password protected computer and locked in a file drawer.  
 
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS 
STUDY? There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Participation may 
benefit the field of teacher education to better understand the best way to train teachers and 
school professionals.  
 
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY? You will not be paid to participate. There 




WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS? The 
study is over when you have completed the individual interviews. However, you can leave the 
study at any time even if you have not finished.  
 
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY The primary researcher will keep all 
written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office. Any electronic or digital information 
(including audio recordings) will be stored on a computer that is password protected. What is on 
the audio recording will be written down and the audio recording will then be destroyed. There 
will be no record matching your real name with your pseudonym.  
For quality assurance, the study sponsor, and/or members of the Teachers College Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) may review the data collected from you as part of this study. Otherwise, all 
information obtained from your participation in this study will be held strictly confidential and 
will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by U.S. or State law.  
 
HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED? The results of this study will be published in 
journals and presented at academic conferences. Your identity will be removed from any data 
you provide before publication or use for educational purposes. Your name or any identifying 
information about you will not be published. This study is being conducted as part of the 
dissertation of the primary researcher.  
 
CONSENT FOR AUDIO- RECORDING Audio recording is part of this research study. You 
can choose whether to give permission to be recorded. If you decide that you don’t wish to be 
recorded, you will still be able to participate.   
 
______I give my consent to be recorded _______________________________________ 
        Signature 
______I do not consent to be recorded _________________________________________ 
Signature  
WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY 
 
___I consent to allow audio-recorded materials viewed at an educational setting or at a 




WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 
If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the primary 
researcher, Eileen Osieja at 201-638-2156, the research coordinator, Dr. Srikala Naraian at 212-
678-3000.  
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you should contact the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics committee) at 212-678-4105 or 
email IRB@tc.edu or you can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 
W. 120th Street, New York, NY 10027, Box 151. The IRB is the committee that oversees human 




• I have read the Informed Consent Form and have been offered the opportunity to 
discuss the form with the researcher.  
• I have had ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks 
and benefits regarding this research study.  
• I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or 
withdraw participation at any time without penalty.  
• The researcher may withdraw me from the research at their professional discretion if 
parents are not longer able to meet due an unforeseen circumstance.  
• If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been 
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue my 
participation, the researcher will provide this information to me.  
• Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me will 
not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as 
specifically required by law.  
• Your data will not be used in further research studies. 
• I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent Form document.  
 
My signature means that I agree to participate in this study: 
 








Participant Selection Checklist 
Also can you please complete the questions listed below.  
1. Do you have a child with a disability at the high school?___________ 





Appendix B: Introductory Meeting Protocol 
I will begin by telling of myself as a person of Puerto Rican descent, a working person, mother 
of a child with a dis/ability, and how this is tied to my interest in conducting this study. 
1. Tell me about your family.  
2.  Tell me about your child. 
3. What do you and your child do on your free time or on the weekend? 
4. What is it like to be a family of a child with a disability in the high school? 



















Appendix C: Plática Protocol 
Questions: 
1. What are some matters or topics that were discussed during your interaction with 
school professionals?  
2. In what ways did you feel your ideas were similar or different from those of the 
school professionals during these meetings?  
a. Did you agree/disagree with the information about your child being presented by 
professionals?  
b. How did you agree/disagree with the recommendations made for your child?  
c. How did professionals ask about your concerns about your child’s 
development/learning?  
3.  How did professionals describe dis/ability as related to your child?  
a.   What questions were asked about your child’s learning? 
a. What questions did professionals ask about your child in the home environment?  
c.   What questions were asked about your child’s interactions with others? 
 4.   How did professionals describe parenting during these interactions?  
a. What questions did they ask about home routines? 








Appendix D: Drafting Interim Texts and Summative Conversation Protocol 
Drafting Interim Texts  
The family will be asked to select and share artifacts to reflect their child’s participation 
in activities such as clubs, church activities, community activities, sports, and volunteering. The 
family may also select and share school related documents such as their child’s report card, work 
samples, awards or IEP documents. The interim research texts will be created with the family to 
allow the family and I the opportunity to further compose storied interpretations and possible 
meanings.  
Document Selected Family’s words related to the document  












1. Describe the moments when you believe your ideas have been understood during 
school processes? 
2. Describe the moments when you believe your ideas were part or not a part of the 
decisions made about your child with a dis/ability? How were these moments 
connected to the actions you have taken in or out of the school? 
